Nic Coward at the Arsenal Supporters Trust

29 January 2004


The FA’s Director of Corporate and Legal Affairs addressed the Arsenal Supporters Trust on 29 January, answering questions on a variety of subjects. Here is a summary of the discussion.

Q: What if the current relationship between The FA and The Premier League and The Football League?

A: The organisations have daily contact at several different levels. Clearly the leagues have a role to play in assisting The FA with The FA Cup and England team, since it is their clubs that provide the teams and players. There is also the ongoing work of player registrations, the disciplinary system and refereeing where we work very closely together. 

The two leagues are also represented at FA Board level – of the twelve board members The FAPL has four and the Football League two. The remaining six board members are all from the amateur ‘National’ game, giving a good balance to the discussions. 

There are occasional differences of opinion as with all working relationships, but we get on very well on the whole. 

Q: What is being done to improve the current FA disciplinary system?

A: Firstly, every club feels that they are hard done by when it comes to refereeing and discipline – that is the partisan nature of the game. The FA has a responsibility to all 37,000 football clubs in England, to ensure they are treated fairly and consistently. The sheer number of cases, and the ‘emotional circumstances’ involved mean that some bound to attract comment and criticism. 

On the subject of the time it takes to process the cases – The FA must make sure that all those charged have the opportunity to appeal and have their side of the story heard. All of this must take place within the existing regulations, which can take time. We accept that there are always improvements that can be made though, which is why we are currently conducting a complete review of the system, under the guidance of Brendon Batson. 

Q: Why is it that only Arsenal has ever been deducted points for disciplinary offences? 

A: The deduction of points is a sanction available to the football authorities for more serious offences. Although it has only been used once for that incident in the Premier League, it has been frequently applied as a punishment in several of our other 2,000 or so leagues in England.

Q: Does Arsenal suffer in any way for the involvement of David Dein at The FA?

A: The more-frequently heard accusation is that Arsenal benefits from this – in reality neither is true. David is one of two FA Vice-Chairmen and one of twelve members of The FA Board and is therefore an important member of the decision-making process. Most of the decisions involved have no impact on Arsenal either way and where an Arsenal-related issue is ever discussed, such as the debate over tenancy of Wembley, he declares an interest and takes no part. 

Q: Is Trevor Brooking qualified for the job of managing Sven and the England set-up?

It is important to clarify that Trevor has been brought in as the Director of Football Development. The England Senior Team is just a part, if a very high-profile part, of that job. Trevor is responsible for the development of football in England at all levels, and his experience in professional football and amateur sport with Sport England makes him uniquely qualified for that role. The fact that he has already expressed a desire to update his coaching qualifications will only give him further insight into the game. 

Apart from overseeing the England teams at all levels and giving them the best chance of success, Trevor is ultimately responsible for increasing and improving the quality of participation in our game – this means children, schools, teachers, coaches, adult players, players with disabilities, volunteers, administrators, clubs and leagues. This is an enormous task, but thankfully Trevor has a very experienced team around him to manage the specialist areas. 

Q: Should technology be introduced to the game to help referees?

A: One of football’s biggest attractions is that whether the game is played at the new Wembley or the local park, at the core it is the same game. This is due to the laws of the game being consistent at all levels, and throughout the world, and gives football a fantastic global appeal that is not to be underestimated. Any discussion of new technology at the highest levels of the game must consider this. FIFA are the guardians of the laws of the game, and this is a point that is often made there to counter calls for change. Realistically any change in the near future is unlikely, and only goal-line technology is under serious discussion.

Q: How can we get tickets for Euro 2004?

A: The FA has operated a ‘loyalty scheme’ for englandfans since Euro 2000, to ensure that those who have watched England in the qualifying games have the chance to go to the finals. UEFA has also sold tickets openly through the internet, in compliance with European law, giving everyone the opportunity to apply. 

Regarding security, The FA is working with the various government departments and police forces in both countries to make sure we have done everything possible to prevent trouble. We aim to have 2500 banning orders in place by June to prevent known troublemakers from travelling, and every person obtaining tickets from The FA will be checked on the police national computer.

More positively, we are working hard to project the right image of England supporters to the Portuguese people, as we expect them to give us a warm and friendly welcome. We are also putting together a programme of events in this country to generate excitement about England’s participation, among those not lucky enough to be travelling to the tournament. 

Q: When will a ‘Fit and Proper Person Test’ for club directors be introduced into the game?

A: This test is just one of the proposed actions to be taken this year by The FA’s Financial Advisory Committee (FAC). The FAC is Chaired by Kate Barker, a member of the Bank of England Monetary Policy Committee and the first ever independent Chair of an FA Committee, who has the knowledge and experience to steer us through some of the complex financial issues in football. 

There is also a plan in place to introduce the ‘Fit and Proper Person Test’ for all the clubs in the top six leagues during the 2004-05 season. This is just one piece of the jigsaw though; this year the FAC is aiming to complete a thorough review of the game’s financial flows – i.e. what happens to money coming in, moving around and going out of the game, to give us a clearer picture on which to base future decisions. 

Q: How are decisions made to move kick-off times of matches to suit the TV broadcasters?

It’s important to remember that many of the most exciting developments in football in recent years, such as the increase in numbers of games on TV and some of the world’s best players in them, have been a direct result of the money that broadcasters have paid to cover the game. As a result we cannot just ignore the requests from our partners. However, the needs of supporters attending the game are vital, as they give the grounds the atmosphere that makes for such exciting coverage. As far as The FA Cup is concerned, decisions on which matches will be covered are always made within 48 hours of the draw, giving the fans as much time as possible to organise tickets and travel. This has to include the view of the local police, whose agreement and co-operation is required.
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