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HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO US! - ARSENAL SUPPORTERS' TRUST'S FIRST YEAR
It does not seem two minutes since we first launched Arsenal Supporters' Trust. Now it's time to put the first candle on the cake!

In our first year we raised enough money to buy the Trust's first mutually owned share and we have member's whose personal shareholding is worth over £370,000. Not bad for a start.

We have also managed to establish the basis of a good working relationship with the Club. Directors from the Trust met Arsenal managing director Keith Edelman last year. The club has promised access to club publications, including the programme and the official website. AST board members met with Mr Edelman again recently in another helpful and productive session.

On the field of course, things could not be much better (although trips to Cardiff (three times), Istanbul and Yokohama in 2005 would be VERY welcome (as well as defending the League). I know, I know, but we can dream, can't we? Off the field the new ground is taking shape as this edition of Victory Through Harmony is produced. All looks set fair to move in August 2006. We look forward to working with the Club to ensure that Arsenal is a world leader on and off the field, including in supporter-ownership.

This year the Trust has planned at least one more "evening with…" informal get-togethers following the success of the meeting with Nic Coward of the Football Association. We also expect to launch the Trust website and a new Arsenal Sharesave scheme. A recruitment drive for both individual and corporate members will also be held. If you have Arsenal supporting friends who have not joined us yet then do encourage them to sign up.

As ever, we are always on the lookout for volunteers to help with our work. If you have some free time, even if it's only a couple of hours a month then do get in touch.

If you joined in June, July, August or September last year, your renewal form is enclosed. If you paid by cheque please consider switching to payment by standing order. This helps us save time on administration. To all those members paying by standing order you do not of course need to renew. Your membership continues automatically. Thank you for your continued support. It really is appreciated. Please also make sure we have your email address.

If you would like to go to the Arsenal Holdings plc annual general meeting and are NOT a personal shareholder then let us know. Equally, please let us have your proxy if you're not attending. We can then give the opportunity to other members to attend. 

Finally, I hope you will all be able to attend the Trust annual general meeting, which will be held soon. We will let you know the date as soon as possible. 

Best wishes 

GLYN TAYLOR 
ARSENAL SUPPORTERS' TRUST 
Board Member
g.taylor@nabarro.com
07785 111538 
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NEW CENTURY, NEW STADIUM     AST board member Nigel Phillips analyses the relocation to Ashburton Grove, sorry the "New Stadium" as it must now be called! Read on….. 

So this is it? As the new stadium looms ever larger on the Highbury horizon we have potentially less than sixty competitive games left at the famous old ground. The current scheduled opening date of August 2006 (three months after the new Wembley re-open) will draw to a close ninety-four years of football at Highbury.

Before anyone gets too nostalgic, it maybe useful to review the reason why the Club is moving to N7 and to understand the reasons behind the phenomenal £400m cost of the relocation (five times the proposed cost of the recently approved new Liverpool sixty thousand capacity stadium).

Why? 
Highbury is too small . No one can disagree with this. The average Highbury league crowd in 2003/04 was 38,079, only seventh highest in the Premiership. This average is ninety-nine percent of capacity (although I still do not understand why the declared crowd for the Leicester City end of season “Untouchables” match was 235 higher than our next highest league crowd of the season.) The Club believes demand for tickets is three times the current capacity and has claimed to have a “robust” season ticket waiting list and Ticket Registration Scheme membership (before the change this season to the new gold/silver/red/green Membership scheme) of sixty thousand supporters. The current restricted capacity clearly creates a massive “revenue gap” between Arsenal and other clubs. Manchester United gross over £1.5 million per game more than Arsenal and this gap needs to be reduced.

Premium priced seating . Whilst a 59,700 capacity new ground will go some way to reducing this revenue gap the real difference will be in the vast increases in boxes and premium/corporate seats at the new ground. It is for exactly this reason that any proposed solution to fill in the corners at Highbury/rebuild the Clock End to increase capacity to forty-eight thousand would just not deliver the extra premium seats that the new ground will. Ashburton Grove is expected to have about nine thousand of these premium seats generating over £25 million per season in revenue alone. Current total admissions revenue at Highbury is about £30 million per season. Box numbers will increase threefold although total capacity in these boxes will be five times that at Highbury. Within this nine thousand there'll be almost seven thousand “club seats”, equivalent to the current Upper Tier centre blocks with similar pricing. 

Is £400m too much? 
This is a gamble of massive proportions, one that by many accounts may have divided the notoriously close Board of Directors. With no Plan B this eight year project has taken on a life of its own. The fixed price stadium construction contract of £200 million with Sir Robert McAlpine is barely half the estimated overall costs so what is accounting for the remaining £180 million? The £220 million is high due to London land prices, various time restrictions on building in residential areas and other reasons including the spectacular design and high specifications. The other £180 million is accounted for by fees (architects, planning, legal, finance, insurance and all manner of other professional fees) and also costs associated with the local infrastructure developments (relocating a waste recycling centre, upgrading Holloway Road Underground station, the compulsory purchases of numerous local businesses) and other requirements stipulated by Islington Council as a prerequisite to ultimately gaining planning permission. However we can be sure that the sixth new ground in the Premiership (based on current teams) will not be an identikit of the Bolton, Middlesbrough or Southampton grounds, all of which were built for around £25/30 million each!

Can we afford it? 
We need to speculate to accumulate, says the Club board We all know that the Wenger revolution has taken the Club to new highs and given us football and players of unimaginable quality (yes, Bergkamp was signed during the Rioch reign), excitement and achievement. We also know that nothing is forever. Where would Arsenal be now if the 1995/96 season had become the benchmark for an average season over the last eight years? We do not have to look too far to recognise not how far some have fallen (Everton, Leeds, Sheffield Wednesday and West Ham amongst others) but how far others have advanced. The end game is to ensure that a new stadium generates the revenue in the long run, when the stadium debt is substantially repaid, to keep the Club in the leading pack of European clubs even when Champions' League football is not delivered every season.

Can this be achieved? 
We all know of the significant excess demand for match tickets. However with a continuous ten percent price increase every season we are now at a level where a 26 game season ticket (£1760 – 840) is a significant purchase for most people. Even match by match price increases have seen more games go on “general sale” last season than has been the case for a long time.

The Club’s ability to convert what it calls the “robust” season ticket waiting list and TRS members into fully paid up season ticket holders in the new ground will be crucial. Expect grading of matches as is seen at other clubs (AA, A and B?) and even consider the possibility of a reduction in ticket prices, maybe anywhere between seven and eighteen percent for “regular” non premium seats. Premium seat holders need the rest of us to fill the ground and create an event and atmosphere. 

Clearly the stadium naming rights will be sold to the highest bidder (any interest Roman?) and this could generate £2.5/3 million per year over ten years, about half the current annual amount payable by O2 for the shirt contract.

Notwithstanding, this up to seventy-five percent of the match day revenues for many years will need to be pledged to the banks to repay the debt and interest.

The gamble is on! We will all watch and no doubt participate with interest. 
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AST company secretary and board member Richard Irving reports on Supporters Direct's first LONDON FOOTBALL FORUM broadcast by BBC London Live 95.8 from City Hall 
Three AST Directors, Nigel Phillips, Steven Powell and myself all attended the inaugural London Football Forum at Ken Livingstone’s new glass palace on the Thames next to Tower Bridge to participate in what proved to be an informative and amusing evening despite rain of biblical proportions leading to the inevitable transport meltdown in the capital. 

Hosted by Danny Kelly and broadcast live on Radio London, a panel of guests consisting of Dave Boyle of Supporters Direct, Phil Wallace, Vice Chairman of the Nationwide Conference, Stephen Bailey of Charlton Official Supporters' Club and John McGlashan, Bees' Trust Appointed Director of Brentford FC 

Despite his allegiance to another team in north London (no, not Barnet), Kelly proved a genial and knowledgeable host when tackling questions ranging from the Football Association and its (football related) problems to issues very close to home such as ground relocation. The primary focus of the debate that continued, rather appropriately, for approximately ninety minutes, was the involvement of fans and their representation, or lack of it, within the game. From the Football Association through the Premiership to the Nationwide Conference there are no supporter related posts within any of the governing bodies, a fact made all the more surprising when you consider that The Army, The Navy, and, until recently, Soccer Australia and New Zealand Soccer all have or have had representation on the FA's ruling Council. 

The AST played an active part in the debate particularly when responding to Kelly’s view that Islington Council had effectively “waved through” Arsenal’s planning application for a new stadium – a Tottenham fan’s view if ever we heard one!. He was rapidly corrected by Nigel Phillips pointing to the financial lengths Arsenal have had to go to in order to appease the council and all other interested parties noted elsewhere in this newsletter. 

Other Trusts had some slightly differing views on relocations and general amazement was shared by all that Fulham, for example, were returning to Craven Cottage in the near future. Members of the Fulham Trust were as surprised as the rest of the audience that instead of their ground being sold off by the owner of Harrods for another riverside development of questionable taste a ground redevelopment had taken place on schedule. The key question here was considered to be one of location. Clubs should not be removed from their communities, as in the case of Wimbledon, rather new sites in close proximity a la Ashburton Grove or Brentford’s search for a new home within the London Borough of Hounslow. 

General issues regarding corporate governance and ownership were also discussed at length including a QPR fan concerned about the club being taken back into private ownership and Dave Boyle voicing his fears that public limited companies appease their shareholders with little regard for the fans when making financial decisions. 

As the debate drew to a close Steven Powell had the final word, as every Arsenal fan should, in stating that football in general needs to involve its fans in the running of the game to enable it to flourish in the future. Citing examples of the community nature of clubs in France and Germany the gathering all agreed that football clubs are an integral part of the fabric of their communities and that their proper ownership was vital to the development of the game. 
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