Safety Plays: An Insurance Policy 
There are plenty of 'no cost’ safety plays which are little more than the best way to gain the maximum number of tricks possible in a suit.
In contrast, many safety plays tackle a suit in a way that gives up on the best prospect of maximum tricks in the suit but diminishes the possibility of a disaster that would floor your contract. This is a sort of insurance policy: pay a small (overtrick) premium to protect against disaster.
For example, how do you tackle a suit of ♣A Q 5 4 3 2 opposite  ♣8 7 6? Consider the hands below.

(a)
♠ A 6 2


(b)
♠ A 6 2


♥ 9 4




♥ 9 4


♦  7 6




♦ 7 6


♣  A Q 8 5 4 3 


♣ A Q 8 5 4 3 


♠ K 8 4



♠ K 8 4


♥ A K 6 2



♥ A Q 6 2

♦ A K Q



♦ A K Q


♣ 7 6 2



♣ 7 6 2

(i)  Contract 7NT   Lead ♦J

Contract 6NT   Lead ♦J

(ii)  Contract 6NT   Lead ♦J

If you overbid (a) to 7NT you don't have a great deal of choice. You require 6 club tricks and your only chance is to find West with the doubleton ♣K. You will finesse dummy's ♣Q, cash the ♣A and avoid meeting West's accusing glare if the suit comes in for no loser.

But suppose you settle in a more respectable 6NT? This time you need only 5 club tricks, and you can afford a club loser. You can afford the safety play of first cashing dummy's ♣A. This will be spectacularly successful if East has the singleton ♣K. Otherwise you can return to your hand and lead a club towards dummy's ♣Q. Admittedly you will have conceded a trick needlessly if West started with ♣K x, but you will still fulfil your slam any time clubs were 2-2, or if West started with the ♣K with clubs breaking 3-1.
In effect, the safety play will rescue your slam if East has the ♣K singleton, at the cost of an overtrick premium when West has  ♣K x. Who cares about overtricks when playing rubber bridge or teams of four? Of course the situation is a little more complicated if you are playing duplicate pairs.

Can you afford the same safety play in hand (b) if the contract is 6NT? This will depend on whether you have one heart trick or two. Therefore you need to find this out before tackling clubs. Suppose West leads the ♠Q. Win with dummy's ♠A and finesse the ♥Q. If it wins, you should safety play the clubs. If it loses you subsequently must finesse dummy's ♣Q, and hope for a 2-2 break with the ♣K onside.
There are many combinations for which the correct play depends on how many tricks you require. How do you tackle this suit: 

North
  ♣ A J 4 3

South   ♣ l0 6 5 2:
(i)  if you require 3 tricks?
(ii) if you need only 2 tricks?

In (i) your prospects are not too good, and you can hardly afford to consider a safety play to guard against an unfavourable distribution. Your best chance comes with leading a low club from South, intending to finesse the ♣J. If that loses to an honour your next step will be to cash the ♣A, hoping to drop the other honour doubleton. You will make 3 tricks if West holds ♣K x, ♣Q x or ♣K Q x, or East has ♣K Q doubleton, not too likely really!

With (ii) the danger is that you will get too complacent. You will succeed with any sane play when clubs break 3-2, and that is a cue to consider possible safety plays. Try assuming a 4-1 break. The line that is guaranteed to give you 2 tricks is to first cash the ♣A.
If either defender has a singleton honour either your ♣J or ♣l0 will score.
If both defenders follow with a low spade, lead towards your ♣l0. Suppose East shows out and West takes the ♣Q. North's ♣J is now sitting over West's remaining honour.
How do you play a suit of ♦A K Q 4 3 2 opposite ♦6 5?
  You should be reluctant to answer that question as no suit exists in a vacuum. Each suit must be played in the context of the whole hand. It would appear normal to cash the ♦A K Q, hoping that a 3-2 break will give you 6 tricks. This will work over two thirds of the time, and often a 4-1 break won't unduly hurt you as you will be able to give up a diamond and score two length tricks.
However, what if your excellent diamond suit is in a hand with no entries? If you only require 5 tricks, and don't fear losing the lead, you should duck the first diamond. This preserves communications if the suit breaks 4-1.
Hand (c) shown below with the 4 variations given illustrate clearly how to decide whether a safety play is appropriate.

(c)

♠ 7 6



 



♥ 7






♦  7 4 3







♣  A K J 5 4 3 2



  



♠ A K Q 2



 



♥ A K 6 3 2







♦  A 6







♣ 7 6

(i)     Contract: 6NT
  Lead: ♠J 





(ii)    Contract: 6NT
  Lead: ♦K





(iii)   Contract: 3NT
  Lead: ♠J 





(iv)   Contract: 3NT
  Lead: ♦K 



You have 8 top tricks, with every prospect that the clubs will provide more. However you mustn't be greedy. The problem is a shortage of entries to dummy. It would be pointless to set up club winners only to find that you cannot get to them. If you have to lose a club trick it might be advisable to concede it early. However that would be silly if you now have too many losers.
(i) Win the ♠A and lead a club. If West follows low you should duck completely in dummy, safeguarding 12 tricks against any distribution.
Note that an imaginative West with ♣Q 10 9 8 may play the ♣Q. This sets a trap for you. It would be too easy, and fatal, to assume that this is a singleton and relax. If you greedily grab dummy's ♣A and East shows out you will be held to 9 tricks. Even if West plays the ♣Q you must retain discipline and duck the trick.

(ii) Any safety play in the club suit is clearly absurd because as soon as you lose the lead you will be submerged under a torrent of enemy diamond winners. You are missing 4 clubs, and have 2 honours greater than the queen. Since 4 equals twice 2 the percentage line is to play for the drop. Cash the ♣A K. If the ♣Q falls you will make 13 tricks, otherwise you are in deep trouble.

(iii) Win the ♠A and lead a club. If West follows low finesse the ♣J. If the ♣J loses to the ♣Q you will take the rest of the tricks. The worst that could happen to you is that East shows out, but you still make 9 tricks.

(iv) You might start by ducking the lead, but inevitably West perseveres with diamonds and you are no wiser as to the diamond break.
Looking at the clubs in isolation it is correct to play for the drop, but there are other lines that are only marginally inferior. Probably the best way of combining your chances is to finesse dummy's ♣J. If that loses to the ♣Q you will still succeed if the diamonds were 4-4, or East started with a doubleton diamond.
Quiz



(1)
♠ A 10 6 4


(2)
♠ A K J 3


♥ 9 3 2



♥ A 4 2


♦  8 5 4 3



♦ 6 5 2


♣ 7 4




♣ 7 5 2


♠ K 9 5 3 2



♠ 6 5 2


♥ A K Q



♥ K Q J 6


♦ A K Q



♦ A 7 4


♣ A K




♣ A 6 4 

  Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♣Q


Contract: 3NT  Lead: ♥10

(3)
♠ Q 10 4 3 2


(4)
♠ 7 5 2


♥ A 8 3



♥ A K 5


♦  A Q 3



♦ A 9 3 2


♣  K 7




♣ A 9 5 


♠ A 9 7 6 5



♠ A K J


♥ K Q 2



♥ Q J 7


♦  K J 6



♦  K J 5 4


♣  A Q




♣  K Q 4

  Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♣J


Contract: 6NT  Lead: ♣J

(5)
♠ J 6 2



(6)
♠ J 6 2


♥ 7 6 3



♥ 7 6 3


♦  8 7 5 4



♦ 8 7 5 4


♣ A K 2



♣ A K 2


♠ A Q 5 4 3



♠ A Q 5 4 3


♥ A K




♥ A Q


♦  A K Q J



♦ A K Q J


♣ 7 5




♣ 7 5

  Contract: 6♠  Lead: ♣Q


Contract: 6♠   Lead: ♣Q

(7)
♠ A 8 3 2


(8)
♠ 8 6


♥ Q J 6



♥ A 7 3


♦  K 7 4 2



♦ 9 4


♣ 10 5 



♣ A Q 10 9 8 4


♠ K 7




♠ A 7 3 2


♥ A K 5



♥ K 6 4 2


♦  A 8




♦ A K 8 6


♣ A K Q 4 3 2


♣ K

  Contract: 6NT  Lead: ♦Q


  Contract: 3NT  Lead: ♥Q

Answers to Quiz 

(1)
Win the ♣A and lead the ♠2 towards dummy.
        If West follows with a low spade try dummy's ♠l0. If West has no spades, take dummy's ♠A and return a low spade through East's remaining ♠Q J x. In either case your contract is guaranteed, although your safety play will have unnecessarily given up a trick if spades are 2-2.
(2)
You need 3 spade tricks for your contract. The best line is to win the ♥K and cash dummy's ♠A K. If both defenders follow with low spades, return to your hand with the ♥Q and lead towards dummy's ♠J. You will make a third trick unless East has ♠Q 10 x x.  Playing the ♠A and ♠K first gains when East has the ♠Q doubleton.

(3)
Your best chance of avoiding a spade loser would be to cash the ♠A, hoping the ♠K is singleton. Unfortunately this will result In 2 spade losers if East has ♠K J 8. Since you can afford a spade loser you should look for a safety play to guarantee your contract.
         You could win the lead with the ♣A and lead a low spade towards the ♠Q in dummy.
         Alternatively, you could win the ♣K and lead the ♠2 from dummy, intending to insert your ♠9 if East follows with the ♠8. Of course if East shows out you will rise with the ♠A and lead towards dummy's ♠Q.
         The latter play is slightly better because if East has the ♠K singleton you can take your ♠A and escape for no loser.

(4)
The best chance of avoiding a diamond loser is to cash dummy's ♦A and finesse the ♦J, but this will result in 2 diamond losers if West started with ♦Q 10 x x.
          Alternatively you can ensure 3 diamond tricks by cashing your ♦K and leading the ♦4 from your hand. Unless West plays a diamond honour you intend to insert dummy's ♦9. If West fails to follow suit to the ♦4 you can take dummy's ♦A and lead towards your ♦J.
           Before committing yourself you should discover whether or not you have a spade loser. Win the club lead, cash the ♠A, enter dummy with a heart and finesse your ♠J.
           If the ♠J wins you should capitalise on your good fortune by taking the safety play in diamonds.
           If the ♠J loses you must play for 4 diamond tricks: cash the ♦A and finesse the ♦J.
(5) You will make your slam provided you avoid 2 spade losers. This will be easy if they break 3-2. Your only chance if they break 4-1 is a singleton ♠K. Therefore take the ♣A and cash your ♠A.

(6)
This hand is very similar to (5) but this time you have an additional cause for concern in the heart suit. You should aim to flnd out whether you have a heart loser before tackling spades. Finesse the ♥Q at trick 2.
    If the ♥Q wins take the safety play as in (5).
    If the ♥Q loses to the ♥K you will have to avoid a spade loser. Your only chance will be to enter dummy with the ♣K, finesse your ♠Q and then cash the ♠A, requiring East to hold precisely ♠K x.

(7)  If clubs break 3-2 you have 13 easy tricks, and indeed there seems no danger to your small slam if clubs are 4-1. Therefore consider whether you can cope with a 5-0 break. If East has   ♣J 9 8 7 6 you are helpless but if West has these cards you can succeed by taking the ♦A and leading towards dummy's ♣l0.

(8)  Take the ♥K and overtake your ♣K with dummy's ♣A. Continue with the ♣Q and ♣l0, ensuring your contract on any distribution. The purpose of this manoeuvre is to retain the ♥A as an entry to dummy after you have lost a trick to the ♣J.

          Of course your safety play will have conceded a club trick unnecessarily if the ♣J is singleton, doubleton or tripleton, but the main concern is to protect your contract if a defender has ♣J x x x.
