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AUTHOR’S NOTE


There was a time when football in Europe retained a degree of mystery. Sunny days of Calcio, when Edgar Davids at Juventus and Ronaldo at Inter Milan could enchant a generation of potential Europhiles. To watch them was enthralling, made so by the elusiveness of regular footage. That aura would be punctured over time in a globalised age, as society binged on visual consumption, stripping naked the once alluring football enigma. My generation saw the sun set on mystery, leaving an enduring nostalgia for football on the continent, for names like Barcelona, Bayern Munich and Ajax and what they used to represent.


As I later came to work in football, I was able to carve myself an opportunity to visit those clubs (and others), sending hundreds of emails over the course of many months, plotting a route through the continent based on the replies received. My intention was to discover whether or not such clubs retained the cultural uniqueness that brought them fame, or had an age of hyper-communication merged them all into a sad amalgamation of sameness?


I didn’t intend to write a book on the matter, but thought only of having an adventure – a personal indulgence. Yet because of the standard and abundance of my findings, I asked staff if they minded me compiling their methods officially. They did not, and in fact seemed quite favourable toward the idea. I had, whilst there, asked them questions that I was personally interested in. Upon returning and reading back through transcripts it became apparent that The European Game could be divided into three areas.


Firstly, the book explores the roles of staff in football, from owners and managers to scouts and agents. Staff working in such capacities, secondly, explain the methods used that make them, and indeed their clubs, successful. Thirdly, it is a profile of the clubs I visited and the components that make



them special. The reader is able to flick between chapters in whatever order he or she wishes, from Milan to Amsterdam, but I recommend following the journey in sequence. In covering three specific areas I hope that the diversity of the project makes it unique. Laced within each chapter are mini segments of findings: about travel, about society, about identity and attachment. I have written on fandom, tactics, coaching, scouting, politics, finance, leadership and everyday European life.


On a train somewhere in the middle of France, I began reading a coffee-stained free magazine stuffed into the pouch of the chair in front. Most of it was in French, of course, but I persisted to scan through the pretty pictures and strange advertisements to fight the clutches of boredom. In amongst the alien words, strangely, was an English language article. It was about a woman’s experiences travelling and how the places she visited, the actual environments, shaped the belief system of the people there, and vice versa. Psychogeography was the term she referenced, ‘the study of mutual influences between people and place’. I liked the idea and retained it, later redefining it to suit a football perspective. It features in most chapters, as I found there to be an obvious relationship between the success of a club and its association with the environment around it. In Bilbao, as you will read, Athletic teach youngsters about the oppressed history of the region in school to inspire pride. At Feyenoord, they align players with the grit of local Rotterdammers, training them in rain and hail. All clubs should look inwards to their local environment and find what makes them culturally unique, harnessing this to retain identity.


Finally, let me explain my method. To meet and spend time at clubs was essential for a studied insight. I could have written parts of this book from home once I decided upon my intentions, but to quote da Vinci, ‘Experience has been the mistress of whoever has written well.’ Only through having been there am I able to describe everything in full.


You must also allow me to indulge in the romantics of my chosen form of travel. To fly from place to place would have been to cheat. Only rail travel – past mountains and countryside – offers aesthetic pleasure for hours on end. Beyond the lazy vineyards of Bordeaux, the gritty terrain of northern Spain and the reflected blue Mediterranean was inspiration. I tried to capture that when possible. Flying takes you from one generic glass



and metal complex to another – everything in between is missed. On the train, I saw great countries change.


I hope you enjoy this book. There is a passion for football compounded in these pages that I know you share. Thank you for being a part of this project.


Dan Fieldsend, February 2017


Postscript: The notion of a European Game book far predates Brexit. Not including British clubs isn’t a political statement, it’s a niche.





Footnote: Throughout the book I have referred to clubs as ‘them’ rather than ‘it’. I believe that a club is a society of people, rather than an institution, and therefore deserves the warmth of personification. For example, ‘Juventus are magnificent’ instead of ‘Juventus is magnificent’.





Disclaimer: Views expressed in chapters from staff members are, for the most part, personal theories, opinions, ideas and ways of working that, while contributing to the effectiveness and success of a club, are not representative of that institution on the whole. For example, some staff members have since moved on to new clubs and take their beliefs with them. Nevertheless, the clubs in each chapter offer themselves as a fantastic backdrop for us to explore ways in which the modern game works.
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CREATING A SUPER-CLUB: SOCCERNOMICS IN PARIS


After a day spent at each end of the Eurostar, the similarities between London and Paris become apparent. There are, it seems, two faces to each city. There’s one that tourists see, with cathedrals, landmarks and museums, and then there’s the cultured yet economically deprived periphery where most people live. Those well-dressed, well-spoken people inside, who create the hustle of both capitals, caught up in that fiercely competitive quest for prosperity, differ little in their mien. They are quiet and well-mannered, softly courteous. On the metro inside Paris’ Périphérique, much like London’s underground, conversation is recherché. Yet what is exceptional about Paris as a city is its insistence upon presenting new arrangements of fine architecture at the exit of every station. There can be nowhere in the world that decorates itself as thoughtfully. The invisible constant that Lawrence Durrell speaks of as ‘a tenderness of good living’ can be felt in the sights and sounds. It is the only city sensitive enough to treasure art’s many forms, with ambitious young men determined to see their street paintings one day hanging in the Louvre. At long last, thankfully, for this fine metropolis, there is a football team romancing locals with worthy displays.





It has not always been like this, though. At one time the Paris Saint-Germain emblem was too shameful, without a weight of sophistication,



undeserving of the gift shops of Paris. The club began to tilt in the favour of Parisian society when the world-famous Swede Ibrahimović (the footballer is known as ‘Ibra’, the caricature as ‘Zlatan’) arrived from Milan. Wearing a crystal white shirt, smiling in front of the Eiffel Tower, PSG jersey in hand, surrounded by an adoring public, this was the standout image of a football club reborn. ‘It is a dream come true,’ he said at the time, before admitting: ‘I don’t know much about the French league.’


Nor should he. When Ibra was presented at Camp Nou in front of 55,000 hopeful Barcelona fans back in 2009, the French first division (Ligue 1) was in a state of decline. That season, PSG averaged 33,266 fans, Lyon 34,767 and AS Monaco, with its seemingly uninterested fanbase, 7,894. Fast forward eight seasons and Ibrahimović came to France, brought commercial investors, upped levels of curiosity and departed. He left in his wake a great rippling of interest. In 2016, PSG averaged 44,433 fans (a 33.5% increase brought on by five league title wins), Lyon 38,113 (a 9.6% increase that would be higher were it not for the location of their new stadium outside city boundaries) and AS Monaco 9,752 (a 23.5% increase, impressive for the champagne south-coasters).


PSG and Ligue 1’s rise was mostly thanks to money from the Persian Gulf, which coincided with a gentrification of image and spectators. Throughout much of its history, the state of Qatar, a desert country in the Arabian Peninsula, relied on pearl hunting and the exportation of gems for a steady economy. The country regarded later as a financial power had its genesis in 1971 when the world’s largest natural gas field, the North Dome Gas-Condensate, was discovered off its coast. Yet for all Qatar’s economic potential, the ruling Sheikh Khalifa bin Hamad Al Thani was unable to capitalise. He was dislodged from his rule in a bloodless coup d’état by his son, Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani, and other members of the family in 1995 whilst out of the country in Geneva.


Sheikh Hamad (for short) transformed Qatar between 1995 and 2013, from naturally blessed yet underachieving desert land, into the largest financial exporters of oil and gas post-millennium. No longer would they rely on pearl fishing. One of his first moves was to fast-track the development of the North Dome field. The country’s GDP skyrocketed and Qatar amassed a sovereign wealth of $170 billion. Smartly, Sheikh



Hamad treated income from natural resources as a hedge fund of sorts. He founded the Qatar Investment Authority in 2003 and purchased Western institutions like Harrods, Porsche and Volkswagen. If the well were to dry, so to speak, the money would be safe.


His son, Sheikh Tamim, was educated at Harrow School in England. Whilst there, the young sheikh witnessed the influence of football on Western culture and grew to admire the sport. Qatar Investment Authority set up a sporting branch in 2005, Qatar Sports Investments (QSi), to be managed by Sheikh Tamim’s close friend Nasser Al-Khelaifi. In 2011, coherent to their strategy of permeating Western consciousness, QSi spent €70 million to buy the young but troubled football club Paris Saint-Germain.


At the time of the purchase, PSG were in a raging inferno. ‘Fans’ faux pas ensures that PSG lose even when they manage to win’ was a Guardian headline as early as 2008, as the club sat 19th in Ligue 1.1 Supporters had unfurled a derogatory banner against Lens in the French League Cup final, calling the northern Ch’tis inbred paedophiles, inciting national outrage. But there’s a reason why, during a lunch meeting in 2011 with Michel Platini and President Sarkozy, Qatari representatives decided to invest in PSG. They were the only major club in a city of 12 million inhabitants. What did it matter that the fans had a violent element and attendances were declining? This was Paris, the elegant, spiritual capital of Europe. Home of the bourgeois; art, fashion, food and good living. Its centrality and famous landmarks drew more tourists than anywhere else in the world. Plus, this was modern football; local fan dependency was no longer a thing. The Qatari government had a business plan to monopolise Western institutes and, as PSG-supporting Sarkozy most likely pitched, owning the Paris club would be a continuation of that. Sheikh Tamim and Nasser Al-Khelaifi liked the project – PSG in many ways were similar to the Qatar they grew up in during the 1980s – a miniature sleeping giant – and decided they would fund PSG to make them a ‘super-club’ no matter the cost. ‘Revenues generated from ventures are to be reinvested into Qatar,’ the QSi website rationalised.ii




Super-club Domination


A Harvard University paper by Matt Andrews written in 2015 likened super-clubs to multinational or transnational corporations. It defined them as having, ‘Much higher revenues than average clubs, [potential to] win many more games and titles, and greater likelihood to contribute positively to their economies.’ The current super-clubs are (excluding English examples): Real Madrid (with €620.1m revenue in 2016 – Deloitte), Barcelona (€620.2m), Bayern Munich (€592m), Paris Saint-Germain (€520.9m), and Juventus (€341.1m). They are defined as such because of their mass revenue and ability to monopolise wealth domestically. Juventus, for example, earned €159m more than second-placed Napoli in 2016, and Bayern Munich some €194m more than Dortmund.


The most ominous aspect of super-club rule is their grip on success, strengthened with every passing season. ‘Successful clubs earn more from TV revenue which, in turn, allows them to acquire and retain better players and that enables them to continue to be successful,’iii wrote Gab Marcotti for ESPN on the perpetual cycle. PSG and Bayern won four consecutive league titles in France and Germany respectively from 2012 to 2016, and Juventus five consecutive titles in Italy. In Spain’s La Liga, having overtaken Italy’s Serie A as the home of superstar footballers, Barcelona and Real Madrid shared 25 of the 30 league titles won between 1986 and 2016.


Historically, as the Harvard paper explained, super-clubs built up a brand over many years. Their success came from identifying investors and offering them new products through advertisement and media campaigns. As society evolved, super-clubs recognised the shift from local dependency and ticket sales towards internationalisation, much earlier than their rivals did. Manchester United, for example, noticed commercialisation in football, or at least capitalised on it, before Liverpool. As did Bayern Munich before Dortmund and Real Madrid before Valencia. New forms of finance were available and they pushed their history to attract sponsors, television deals and new fans.iv


But that crop of super-clubs (Bayern, Juventus, Real Madrid and Barcelona) all had a history to push. Their status was founded on years of success. Take Bayern Munich. Following the Second World War and the creation of communist East Germany, big businesses like Siemens moved to Munich.



Before the Bundesliga came to be in 1963, Audi and BMW had moved to the city and its population swelled. Such companies chose to invest in FC Bayern and not city rivals 1860 München because of the domestic successes achieved in the 1970s. In a parallel universe, 1860 could be a super-club rather than Bayern, had they convinced Gerd Müller (from TSV Nördlingen) and Franz Beckenbauer (from Giesing) to join them instead of their city rivals (Beckenbauer was slapped in the face when playing against 1860 as a boy and thus chose to play for Bayern when he was old enough to do so).


Bayern moved into the 70,000-capacity Olympic Stadium in 1972 and were represented by the German company Adidas in 1974. They have, since, maintained their position as the richest club in Germany, later joining a band of equally ambitious super-clubs on the continent. Similarly, the Harvard paper acknowledged how success coupled with early internationalisation at Real Madrid and Barcelona provided foundations for their brand promotion and subsequent super-club status, citing Alfredo di Stéfano’s arrival from Colombia in 1953 and Johan Cruyff’s from the Netherlands in 1973 as examples. ‘Real Madrid is legendary for building on similar blends of historical legacy and brand identity, dating back to the nationalist identity with Franco’s Spain,’ it writes.


Joining the Party


However, thanks to developments in globalisation and instant degrees of communication, a club does not necessarily need a rich history of domestic success to become ‘super’. PSG are living proof of that. ‘The world is now instantaneous, digital. It took 50 years to make Real Madrid into a great world club. Now it can be done in five years,’ club directeur général Jean-Claude Blanc told Simon Kuper of the Financial Times.v


During my visit to Paris, PSG showed me a report presented usually to potential commercial investors. It is subtle, yet between the rather boastful paragraphs praising recent successes, one can analyse where PSG and QSi felt key areas of investment were. By that I mean areas they chose to focus on in order to propel the club from incompetence to super-club significance. From eternally underwhelming capital club, the coming together of Paris FC and Stade Saint-Germain in 1970, with a hooligan problem and no money, to becoming one of the richest and most sponsored teams in



world football, PSG have evolved like no club before. They have done so, according to the report, by: developing club facilities; prioritising academy development; creating a favourable style of play; harnessing the power of media; and investing in famous players.


Step 1: Facilities


At one time, Parisian socialites wouldn’t dream of being seen at le football. But with the gentrification of traditional, often unruly, fans and the increased presence of celebrities (Kendall Jenner, Gigi Hadid, Rihanna, Jay Z and Beyonce), Parc des Princes stadium replaced Théâtre de la Ville as vogue. ‘Dream Bigger’ read the sign outside the player entrance on the afternoon of my arrival, written in perfect English, the consumerist tongue. Below it, where fans at one time mingled, ran a red carpet and velvet rope. PSG, by all appearances, had made their dreams reality.


Cédric is a student from Paris and a lifelong PSG supporter. We met outside Parc des Princes, a grey cinderblock structure built over highway A13, on an overcast February day. Construction workers circled the complex in yellow hard hats, their conversations inaudible over drilling noise. ‘They’re beautifying the stadium for the European Championships!’ Cédric shouted.


A stadium is the face a club wishes to present of itself. Parc des Princes stands between the two Parises; close enough to the 2 million well-to-do living inside the ring road, and the 10 million less-well-off people on the outskirts. Photos of ‘club legends’ (depending on perception) were screwed into the stadium, much to the annoyance of Cédric. ‘There are more pictures of Beckham than of real legends like Raï or Pauleta.’ There were in actuality four images of David Beckham, taken during his five-month stint at PSG (in which time he made ten league appearances), in contrast to two of Pauleta, PSG’s one-time record goalscorer, and one of Raï.


What Cédric deplored was, he felt, an attempt by the club to forget their history. Beckham’s presence enticed celebrities, businessmen, clients and wealthy socialites to Parc des Princes, which in turn transformed to accommodate them. ‘Paris Saint-Germain’s hospitality programme has also attracted a considerable number of corporate clients,’ their report confirmed. ‘They have been drawn to the exceptional collection of fourteen luxury suites at the Parc des Princes and the range of premium services on



offer.’ Revenue from the hospitality programme increased six-fold between 2011 and 2016, reaching Euros 24.6 million.


‘Thanks to an increased amount of VIP seating, the reorganisation of the Parc, the improvement of refreshment areas and the creation of new products, Paris Saint-Germain has put in place one of the most competitive ticketing policies in world football,’ they wrote. Competitive pricing at PSG, however, became more adherent to theatre rates than football, Cédric moaned. Average season ticket costs rose from €460 in 2011 to €938 in 2015, hence the gentrification of fans and the subsequent attractiveness of the club to the middle classes. ‘Paris Saint-Germain now possesses a stadium which measures up to its ambitions,’ the report concludes.


Harvard University wrote that super-clubs would create new products to retain their status as elite. PSG, in accordance to that rule, created a concierge service with American Express. ‘This partnership is in line with our strategy, initiated three years ago, to reposition the club as a premium brand,’ said commercial director Frédéric Longuépée. Clients are chauffeured around le Gai Paree, taken to a Champions League game and then invited to party with the players afterwards. ‘We represent Paris, France and Qatar,’ Ibrahimović explained – the boy from a ghetto in Malmö.


Step 2: Academy


Barcelona and Bayern Munich won Champions Leagues in 2013 and 2015 with a clear vision of how to play the game, allowing for young footballers to transition into their squads with greater ease. Barcelona had seven home-grown players in their full squad, while Bayern started four. A historic allegation attached to Paris Saint-Germain is that they were always blind to the local talent under their nose. ‘The best player who came through has been [Mamadou] Sakho. He was our captain at 18 and could have been our [Paolo] Maldini, but we sold him,’ Cédric later told me on our train journey to Lyon. PSG were playing OL that weekend and we had tickets.


‘We have been blasé with local players; our academy never used to be good but it is getting better now.’ In 2015, the winner of the Golden Boy award – a trophy given to European football’s best under-21-year-old player – was Anthony Martial, a striker raised in Paris but signed by Lyon. Kingsley Coman, another Parisian talent allowed to leave PSG, was the runner-up.



Other such stars from a wider Paris region who PSG overlooked are: Riyad Mahrez, Lassana Diarra, N’Golo Kanté, Abou Diaby, Patrice Evra, Hatem Ben Arfa and the world’s most expensive footballer, Paul Pogba. Even Didier Drogba spent his formative years living in the city but was not signed by PSG.


Whilst it can be argued that some talent is quiet, requiring years to announce itself, as was the case with Drogba, Kanté and Mahrez who needed time to slowly develop, other talent screams from an early age. Thierry Henry and David Trezeguet were examples of that. By 20, they were World Cup winners with France, and European Championship winners at 22. Both were overlooked by PSG as youth players despite living in the suburbs of the city.


Trezeguet was born in France but raised in Buenos Aires. When he moved to Paris in 1995 he went on trial with PSG and asked for an apartment for his family to move in to. The club refused. Consequently, he joined AS Monaco, where he would form a partnership with fellow exile, Henry. ‘My dream was Paris! During the test training, Luis Fernandez told me, “David, you’re going to stay here.” The only thing I wanted in the contract was an apartment for my family. It was supposedly agreed, but ultimately my requests were not accepted. Two days later, I was forced to leave Paris.’vi


The outskirts of which are a hotbed. Whilst PSG may have historically failed to recognise this, other clubs have not. Around 25% of French professional footballers come from the suburbs. An amateur club in western Paris, CO Les Unis, tends to capitalise on the negligence of PSG, despite being in the sixth tier of French football. They attracted and developed Patrice Evra, Yaya Sanogo and Thierry Henry before professional academies took them elsewhere. Anthony Martial was also at Les Unis and the club received £270,000 when he joined Manchester United.


‘Paris Saint-Germain were complacent with their academy in the past and allowed Anelka to leave, whilst Henry and Evra slipped through the net,’ said Jonathan Johnson of ESPN and beIN over dinner. ‘Trezeguet was also desperate to sign for PSG but the club did not appreciate youth at the time. Now they have learnt from that, and although they have lost Kingsley Coman, they have fought tooth and nail to keep Adrien Rabiot at the club. They want to offer long-term contracts to youth players early and are desperate to retain Presnel Kimpembe.’




The report describes progress made at youth level with pride: ‘The Paris Saint-Germain Youth Academy is committed to passing on the club’s philosophy and values of possession-based football.’ With their resource potential, PSG always had the capability to have the best academy in the world; QSi helped them realise that.


Step 3: Style of Play


Amid the big-name celebrity footballers signed from abroad, PSG invested in a young talent from little Pescara, in Italy’s second league, and immediately looked to promote him as the poster boy of their ‘style’. ‘Marco Verratti, at the heart of the Parisian midfield, was once again the anchor of the team’s possession-based philosophy. The young Italian emerged as one of the best midfielders in Europe, dominating national statistics with an average of 102.8 balls played per match, and 86.2 completed passes,’ the report proudly declares. That ‘possession-based philosophy’ PSG wished to create, Cédric felt, was part of the reason Laurent Blanc was dismissed in favour of the Spaniard Unai Emery: he failed to create a style of play worthy of regard.


Success for QSi, already blessed with riches, is how they are perceived by society. They long for PSG to be a patron of the arts, worthy of Paris, which is why losing once more to Barcelona in 2017 – they being the club at football’s mountaintop whom QSi also sponsor – was particularly painful. It was not the result that most displeased Parisians (a 6–1 capitulation that followed a propitious 4–0 home win), but more the shades of mediocrity that coloured the performance. Even when they won in Paris, Barça had controlled the ball in front of sponsors and VIPs, totting up 57% possession, playing how a big club should; how PSG believed they could. ‘Everyone is annoyed,’ said Nasser al-Khelaifi after the subsequent 6–1 loss, when Barcelona managed 71% of the ball.


Although possession football does not always necessarily deliver success, it does retain a perception of elitism. It is a proactive way of approaching games that separates big clubs from smaller ones; those who take the game to the opponent from those who react to their strengths. As Arrigo Sacchi said: ‘Great teams all have the same characteristic of wanting to control the pitch and the ball.’ The style PSG long to develop is one that controls the ball and therefore the outcome of the game. Because of that, former



Barcelona coach Carles Romagosa was recruited as technical director to assist in developing that way of playing.


Fundamentally, for possession football to be successful, the club decided after the Barça loss, players within the team structure needed to have better decision-making at all times. They had to know who to pass to, when, for what purpose, the weight of pass and the angle. They also had to see the bigger picture: to move the opponents in order to create space elsewhere to exploit.


Carles Romagosa, during his time at the University of Vic, worked to develop decision-making in athletes. ‘With his colleagues, Carles Romagosa will implement the “Ekkono” method, a new training approach that highlights and improves the cognitive functions of the players,’ wrote Le Parisien at the time of his hiring. The method is divided into four specific areas: the game, perception, questioning and concepts. For example, on the ‘game’, Romagosa explained it to be important to design exercises that follow football, so players are able to translate the content of the session into real life. In regards to questioning, the former Barça coach considers it essential to fabricate problems for players on and off the pitch, rather than providing them with solutions.


PSG’s Camp des Loges academy, placed comfortably inside the national forest of Saint-Germain, next to Louis XIV’s summer château, would implement a possession-based philosophy in the style of the marketable FC Barcelona. All youngsters in every age group would be trained to be confident on the ball, to play through the thirds with ease. In doing so, as Harvard’s paper wrote, they would foster a more likeable image aligning with their super-club status.


Step 4: Media Control


Aldous Huxley, around the time he taught at Eton (with George Orwell one of his students), began to ponder the potential of media on civic consciousness. By the time of his passing in 1963, he’d become a great thinker on the topic. ‘A society,’ he wrote in Brave New World, ‘most of whose members spend a great part of their time not on the spot, not here and now and in the calculable future, but somewhere else, in the irrelevant other worlds of sport and soap opera, of mythology and metaphysical



fantasy, will find it hard to resist the encroachments of those who would manipulate and control it.’2


Manipulating media to influence the decision-making and affection of sports fans, specifically football fans, that mass herd of people, would have been something of great interest to him were he alive today. By today, I mean this age of hyper-communication. Even Jean-Claude Blanc acknowledged how football is more free-flowing than ever before, with PSG able to achieve in five years what took Real Madrid 50. There is a ‘sheeple’ of some considerable numbers that wait quite impatiently for a team to support. Their affections are open to clubs, their location irrelevant. With the use of media, clubs are able to bypass locality and secure new fans in global horizons.


Professor Richard Giulianotti of Loughborough University is one of the leading academics specialising in the complex relationship between globalisation and football. His 2002 paper, titled ‘Supporters, Followers, Fans, and Flâneurs: A Taxonomy of Spectator Identities in Football’ is amongst the most insightful pieces of work written on the differences between fan types. In his paper, he introduced the well-to-do potential customers listed by elite football clubs as a campaign priority. Giulianotti broke the identity of the football ‘spectator’ into four different categories, describing the modes of interest each spectator type has in his or her desired club. The ‘traditional’ spectator has the deepest emotional investment in the football club, having a relationship resembling one that would be had with a family member. The second type of spectator is the ‘follower’ who is not defined by an emotional bond to a particular club but, instead, by keeping abreast of developments among clubs and football people in which he or she has a favourable interest. The third spectator type is the consumer ‘fan’. Not generally localised to a football club, the ‘fan’ shows identification with a club and its players through the consumption of related products, authenticating his or her sense of belonging. The final form of spectator, and perhaps the most important, is the ‘flâneur’.


Described as being bourgeois and thus in pursuit of a multiplicity of football experiences, they are consumers from no set locality. Because of their resource potential, football clubs have provided them with an



increasingly welcoming shop window in which to gaze, thereby creating a quasi-community of cosmopolitans. ‘The flâneur was a modern urban stroller: Male, typically in full adulthood, he would promenade through boulevards and markets. [They] adopt a detached relationship to football clubs, even favoured ones. A true football flâneur belongs only to a virtual community of strollers who window-shop around clubs.’3


Fittingly, the flâneur was a title given to the time-wasting window-gazers of Paris’s streets in the 19th century. The inner circle of the city was a coalescence of wealthy socialites, their individuality combining to create a community of mutual self-interest. For the longest time, the flâneurs of Paris, whose greatest ambition was to be seen in the crowd, found football most unfashionable. Men and women of standing should go to Théâtre de la Ville or Palais Garnier Opéra, not the football game, where the hooligans from the outskirts met to fight. The Qatari takeover of PSG coincided with mass bans for known hooligans, allowing the club to transform itself to welcome both the wealthy inner community of Paris and people of financial clout globally.


‘As one of the top ten clubs in world football, the Paris Saint-Germain brand enjoys global standing. This is due, first and foremost, to its extensive media coverage abroad – international broadcasting accounts for 70% of the club’s overall television viewership,’ so the report proclaims. Around 2.8 million people watched PSG play FC Barcelona in 2013. After the match, PSG manager Carlo Ancelotti faced questions from the press asking whether he played David Beckham (mostly unused that season) rather than the teenage Marco Verratti because of the global commercial significance attached to the fixture. He denied that Qatar had any influence on his decision-making.


The report declares: ‘[Our] official website (www.psg.fr) is now available in eight languages and continues to attract more and more fans. This season, it clocked up over 30 million sessions, with more than a third of them coming from abroad.’ The minds of young flâneurs in Asia and the Americas can be subjugated by super-clubs like PSG, especially as they place such emphasis on targeting and welcoming them.




Step 5: Investment in Talent


Yet even with a strong media presence, improved stadium and an excellent academy, PSG would not be a super-club. The catalyst for their modern status was an investment in high profile football names – both players and staff. At the front of their stadium, above the red carpet, mixed in with the words ‘Dream Bigger’, are gargantuan images of PSG’s star players. They, more than anything else, define this modern giant. There is Ángel Di María, Thiago Silva and Edinson Cavani in blue and red. In the beginning, there was also David Beckham and Zlatan Ibrahimović. From May 2011 to August 2016, PSG spent £509,480,000 on players in a bid to announce themselves. Their nearest rivals Olympique Lyon in that same period of time invested only £58m on transfers (some £451m less). To emphasise PSG’s excessiveness from a continental perspective, another club seeking to become ‘super’, Borussia Dortmund, spent £219m on transfers in that period but received £179m in sales.4


Cédric is a season-ticket holder – one of the lucky ‘traditional’ few remaining – and laments the club’s gross spending as needless: ‘They [the Qatari investors] were spending money as if to say “look at us, we mean business”, but there were other players going for cheap, like [Philippe] Coutinho who went to England and even [Carlos] Tévez.’ He is referring to two deals in particular. In the same window that Lucas Moura was signed for £30m, Philippe Coutinho joined Liverpool for £9m. Likewise, the handsome (marketable) Edinson Cavani cost PSG £48m, while Argentine international Carlos Tévez, a similar player in many respects, joined Juventus for £6.75m, twice winning Serie A player of the year. Transfers are easy to highlight in retrospect, but Cédric mostly bemoans the big-spending reputation that fans have had to shoulder since. ‘We never trusted Ibrahimović, you know? We wanted to keep Kévin Gameiro instead.’


PSG and Soccernomics


So structured is football’s hierarchy of wealth, even anomalous successes like Leicester City, who manage to win prestigious competitions from an inferior



position, struggle to retain talented players once super-clubs come calling. Simon Kuper, Financial Times writer and author of Football Against the Enemy and Soccernomics, predicted their struggles in February 2016, months before they had even won the Premier League. ‘Their best players will be bought by the rich clubs and things will even out. They may drastically improve their future, but in terms of doing a Nottingham Forest and maintaining success?’ he shrugged. ‘They will fade, but perhaps not right now.’ Local boy N’Golo Kanté later proved Simon right, signing for Chelsea FC.


We had met for breakfast at Café Funambules that autumn morning. Scooters zoomed past on the grey Rue behind as Simon stirred his coffee between questions. As a long-time Parisian resident, he agreed to discuss the evolutions in football locally since his book Soccernomics came out in 2009. ‘You had this area of 12 million inhabitants and one bad club that never qualified for the Champions League or UEFA Cup. And if you compare that to London which has 8 million people and six quite good clubs, there was a big gap. When the Qataris came with their money they thought straight away they would get top players. The first season they only got [Javier] Pastore. Then Milan began falling apart and they signed Ibrahimović and Thiago Silva, that was when the project took off.’


Soccernomics can be used as an aid when scrutinising some of PSG’s early decisions in the transfer market. In the opening few chapters of the book, Kuper and his co-author, Stefan Szynanski, identify four universal inefficiencies in the transfer market; errors that are continuously made by elite clubs. More than individual mistakes, these are ‘deviations from rationality’ and all relate to PSG in some form or another:


1. A new manager wastes money





‘Typically, the new manager wants to put his mark on his new side. So he buys his own players. He then has to “clear out” some of his predecessor’s purchases, usually at a discount.’





It was not the manager, but director of football Leonardo who QSi gave the money to at first. ‘He’s the one who is going to develop the club,’ Nasser Al-Khelaifi told the media.vii Blaise Matuidi (€8m) would be a fine



replacement for the 38-year-old Claude Makélélé, while winger Jérémy Ménez (€8m) looked well-suited to fill Ludovic Giuly’s role. Kévin Gameiro (€11m) had scored 22 goals the previous year, but then there was Momo Sissoko (€7m), Diego Lugano (€3m), Milan Biševac (€3.2m) and Salvatore Sirigu (€3.9m) who all took a greater wage than any other player already in the squad. Javier Pastore (€42m) was the marquee signing to announce the club’s arrival.


As per Soccernomics, findings, the transfer window would prove a failure for Leonardo and manager Antoine Kombouaré (one was sacked, the other resigned). Minnows Montpellier went on to win the league and new manager Carlo Ancelotti got rid of Biševac to Lyon (€2.7m), Sissoko on a free, Lugano to West Brom (free), Gameiro to Sevilla (€7m), and Ménez to AC Milan (free). An overall loss of over €22m.


2. Stars of recent World Cups or European Championships are overvalued


‘The worst time to sign a player is in the summer when he’s just done well at a big tournament. Everyone in the transfer market has seen how good he is.’


It is more symptomatic of the climate of the market in general than of PSG, that all players are generally signed after one good run of form – especially as their performances are constantly visible. In a previous age, major tournaments such as the World Cup or European Championships were the only opportunity players had to be watched. But in a globalised age, player performance is analysed all year round and has consequently led to a greater degree of athlete transferring. Rather than appearing in a quadrennial tournament, a ‘purple patch’ can present itself elsewhere. An estimated 300 million people watched the Euro 2016 final, whereas some 380 million people watched the 2016 Champions League final. ‘Stars’ therefore can emerge in annual campaigns as well as four-year international tournaments.


The transfer market now aligns, according to Rupert Fryer, with Dr Laurence J. Peter’s business theory: ‘The Peter Principle’. ‘Everyone in an organisation keeps on getting promoted until they reach their level of incompetence. At



that point they stop being promoted.’viii In other words, it is about a player finding his level. More than a reflection of the ambition of the athlete, it is the fault of the club that footballers are signed following a rich vein of form. In a desire to be ahead of the pack, big clubs try to sign players as soon as the purple patch begins. Rivals of the same stature compete for the player’s signature and consequently overvalue him. Barcelona and Manchester United’s presence drove PSG’s bid for Marquinhos up to £26.69m, as did Juventus’s with Marco Verratti and Arsenal’s with Yohan Cabaye (the latter being a fine example of Peter Principle incompetency; signed for £21m after a good year with Newcastle but sold for £10m one season later). ‘I was at a big club but just to be on the bench for me [was] frustrating,’ he later told The Telegraph.ix


3. Certain nationalities are overvalued


‘The most fashionable nationality of them all in the transfer market is Brazilian.’


Following the takeover, QSi appointed the Brazilian Leonardo as director of football, taking him from Inter Milan. He left in 2013, but by then the process had begun. As of 2015, PSG had spent over £137m on seven Brazilians. To create a marketable product, PSG needed exciting players, with Brazilians historically regarded as being the most flamboyant and attractive, from Pelé through to Ronaldo. As Simon wrote in Soccernomics, ‘The nationality expresses an authority, an innate vocation for the job – whatever the natural ability.’


Thiago Silva became the most expensive defender in history at £35m when he joined PSG, then Marquinhos from AS Roma became the most expensive teenage defender at £29m. ‘I am delighted to be joining Paris Saint-Germain, a club where so many Brazilians have played and helped write the history,’ the 19-year-old said upon signing. But the big-haired eccentric Brazilian defender David Luiz (with 26.6 million Facebook ‘likes’) took Silva’s title as the most expensive defender ever, costing PSG £50m in 2014. He would later be sold back to Chelsea after two seasons for £34m, perhaps proving that the nationality, while attractive, can be overvalued.




4. Gentlemen prefer blonds


‘Scouts look for players who “look” the part. Perhaps in soccer, blonds are thought to look more like superstars.’


The blondest, most notorious superstar in football is David Beckham. With his celebrity wife and famous blond children, Beckham is a global icon. The London School of Marketing value him at £508m. By signing him, PSG attempted to peacock themselves to fans outside of France (the Beckham name is a byword for marketability, especially in Asia and the Americas). Despite being the oldest player in Ligue 1 upon joining, he brought intangibles central to PSG’s brand promotion campaign. ‘He is smart enough to know that, with his profile, it could be that he is being pressed on to a manager for reasons other than football,’ Carlo Ancelotti later said.


Prior to 2011, Beckham had little interest in PSG. He was bigger than they were. But after departing LA Galaxy the family were open to a move to cosmopolitan Paris. Wife Victoria was rooted to the local fashion industry, whilst son Brooklyn was able to join the PSG academy. So apparently one-sided was the Beckham–PSG relationship, he did not accept a wage, but instead offered his £170,000 per week to local charities (his wages accounted for only five per cent of his income as the world’s richest footballer). Nevertheless, it was seemingly a business (more than a football) decision to sign the blond. The day after he played against Barcelona, L’Equipe gave him three marks out of ten for his performance, writing how midfield partner Blaise Matuidi had to “fight for the both of them.”


*


Soccernomics Changing


Soccernomics acknowledges that provincial clubs historically achieved more success than capital cities (fascist dictatorships allowed Madrid and Lisbon to be exceptions). Liverpool and Manchester United, rather than Arsenal and Spurs, dominated English football from 1960–2005. In Germany, Bayern, Hamburg, Dortmund and Schalke remain more geared for success than Hertha



Berlin. The manufacturing cities of Milan and Turin have left Rome’s clubs behind. The Hague (being the political capital of the Netherlands) has ADO in the Eredivisie, but they will never challenge Rotterdam and Eindhoven. Glasgow overwhelms Edinburgh’s Hearts and Hibs, while PSG are only now seeking to catch up with the title hauls of Marseille and Saint-Étienne. What propelled these provincial cities to have successful clubs was the attachment and dependency of their communities in an age of industrial escapism.


When Soccernomics was first published in 2009, Chelsea were yet to win the Champions League, and PSG had not yet been purchased. Because of that Simon wrote: ‘Londoners do not go around singing about their city, and they don’t believe that a prize for Chelsea or Arsenal would enhance London’s status. Football matters even less in Paris, where it’s possible to spend a lifetime without knowing football exists. Paris Saint-Germain, whose ground is not entirely within the city’s Périphérique ring road, are hardly going to become the main focus of Parisian pride.’


Over time this has gradually changed. In Paris, fake PSG shirts sell alongside the traditional berets in stalls outside the Louvre. While research by Visit Britain found that two in five tourists to the UK have sport on their holiday agenda. ‘It took a long time for London clubs to create a tradition and history but they are getting there now,’ Simon acknowledged.


In Paris, 59.9% of tourists cite ‘seeing monuments and landmarks’ as their agenda for visiting. Events are cited as the reason by 9.4%, with football falling several percentages lower in that ambiguous umbrella category. Given that the overwhelming majority of tourists visiting Paris are from the United States and China (countries where football is still developing) it is fair to say that PSG will never oust the landmarks of the city. Nevertheless, the club has grown. To prove this, PSG pointed me towards their report. In it, they praise a 165% increase in ticketing revenue in the five years since QSi took over, as well as the doubling of members to 10,000 and the rise in season-ticket holders to 37,000. Even if PSG are not the focus of Parisian pride, the people are now aware that they exist.


Bourgeoisification


There has been a shift in power in football, from the traditional provincial working-class areas that dominated Europe – Rotterdam, Glasgow, Liverpool,



Nottingham, Mönchengladbach, Eindhoven, Bruges, Birmingham – success has relocated to wealthier climates like London and Paris. PSG’s rise is a symbol of that. For Simon, the transfer of power is more down to a bourgeoisification of football in general than a preference for capitals. Indeed, footballers are now choosing to ply their trade in lovelier surroundings. The French game has moved away from the glory days of mining towns Saint-Étienne and Lens, and of the port city of Marseille – three working-class areas – to an age of middle-class domination by Olympique Lyon and Paris Saint-Germain. ‘You have the deindustrialisation that hit them places hard,’ Simon told me. ‘The north is very poor now. The wealthy regions of France are the more high-tech ones with greater services, like Lyon, Paris and Toulouse, who are excellent at rugby. There are larger sponsorship bases in these areas which is significant when TV deals are lower than they are in England. There’s a dependency on fans to pay good money and they can do that more in these areas. Many years ago, football was successful in working-class areas but it is now more popular everywhere, so the rich cities do well.’


Since the millennium, football has been won by clubs from wealthy climates with middle-class populaces, such as Juventus of Turin; AC and Internazionale of Milan; Ajax of Amsterdam; Bayern of Munich; Lyon and Barcelona, with Porto and Sevilla also testing the water. When Gylfi Sigurðsson and Clint Dempsey chose Tottenham over Liverpool in 2012, it illustrated a preference for the metropolis. Wealthy investors would also much prefer to take over clubs in upper-class areas, so they may enter society there. Such was the case with Roman Abramovich, who bought Chelsea FC during lunch at The Dorchester with Ken Bates, having flown over Stamford Bridge in his helicopter weeks earlier. Gone are the days of local fan owners willing to run at a loss, found at Blackburn Rovers (Jack Walker) and Wolverhampton Wanderers (Jack Hayward). Often the most bourgeois part of a country is the capital. PSG, Chelsea, Arsenal, Real Madrid and Atlético have won 68 trophies since 2000 in an era of cosmopolitan influence. (Hertha Berlin, with an average attendance of 51,000 in 2016/17, may within time prove to be another rising capital, more fanciable to German footballers than, say, factory clubs from the Rhine.) If wealthy citizens of the capital and other middle-class areas show interest in football, and investors choose to spend there, then poorer regions will struggle.




European Competition


A concluding thought would be this: throwing money at a club in order to win the European Cup, like PSG have done, is neither original nor sustainable. At one time the tournament was incalculable and there was an age when Steaua Bucharest, PSV, Red Star Belgrade, Marseille and Dortmund could overcome moneyed teams to win the competition. But massive underdogs are no longer able to sustain high performance in a ‘league’ structure. In that sense, PSG should have a chance.


However, there is never a guarantee of success. If we analyse winners of the tournament over a ten-year period, only twice have the pre-tournament favourites gone on to win (Liverpool and Porto were also huge underdogs when they won the Champions League in the years prior to 2006). Not only is there an unpredictability to the competition that PSG must acknowledge, the most frequent recent winners, FC Barcelona, have achieved their success through a long-term academy vision rather than exuberant spending.





















	Season

	Favourite

	Odds (source)

	Winner

	Odds(source)






	2015/16

	Barcelona

	4/1 (SkyBet)

	Real Madrid

	11/2(SkyBet)






	2014/15

	Real Madrid

	4/1 (ibtimes)

	Barcelona

	5/1(ibtimes)






	2013/14

	Bayern Munich

	Evens (888)

	Real Madrid

	5/1(888)






	2012/13

	Barcelona

	9/4 (Ladbrokes)

	Bayern Munich

	16/1(Ladbrokes)






	2011/12

	Barcelona

	2/1 (Totesport)

	Chelsea

	12/1(Bet365)






	2010/11

	Barcelona

	11/4 (Ladbrokes)

	Barcelona

	-






	2009/10

	Barcelona

	4/1 (PaddyPower)

	Internazionale

	12/1(PaddyPower)






	2008/09

	Barcelona

	5/2 (Soccerlens)

	Barcelona

	-






	2007/08

	Barcelona

	7/2 (Ladbrokes)

	Manchester United

	5/1(Ladbrokes)






	2006/07

	Chelsea

	3/1 (Betfair)

	AC Milan

	10/1(Fiso)












Usually odds are determined in favour of the reigning champions, as bookmakers set them to allow for minimal losses. Nevertheless, PSG face the same issue that Lyon had in the seven seasons prior to the Qatari takeover: competition. A team can no longer win the Champions League without playing in a competitive domestic league. Former Saint-Étienne director Damien Comolli substantiated the issue in 2011 at the time of the takeover: ‘You have to ask is the French league competitive enough to give PSG a sufficient challenge, for them to compete in the Champions League?’xi


Sevilla came to dominate the Europa League partly due to regular



competition against Real Madrid, Barcelona and Atlético, winning the competition for the third time in 2016. PSG that same season finished 31 points ahead of second-placed Lyon. It is a theory applicable to the stagnation of clubs from ‘two-team leagues’ such as Celtic, Basel and Ajax – the jump from competing against Ross County, Winterthur and PEC Zwolle on a Saturday to super-clubs Bayern Munich and Juventus on a Wednesday being too great both tactically and mentally for them.


Forbes described Ligue 1 as a league ‘poached of broad star-talent, bereft of competition, [that] can’t encourage player effort [or] promote ambition,’ though one has to ponder whether QSi are concerned? Competition will arrive one day. For now, sponsors pour in, shirts sell abundantly and, most importantly for them, the image of Qatar grows in Western favour. Gab Marcotti wrote how we’re in an era of dominance for the one-percenters ‘and, frankly, that’s not going to change, barring some kind of deep regulatory overhaul. The overwhelming power of [super-clubs] is only going to grow,’ much to PSG’s delight. The Harvard University paper ended on similar lines: ‘One wonders if football will ever again be played on a level field?’


For the locals who read L’Équipe on the journey home from Opéra to Tolbiac, such sentiments don’t concern them. A superiority complex has carried through this city for centuries. As Napoleon declared to his generals, ‘The teeth of envy are powerless here, these achievements are granite.’ Bonaparte, that corporeal symbol of French pride, would most definitely have valued PSG’s cold ambition. If anywhere deserves a super-club, it is Paris.











TWO


[image: Images]


A LEGACY FOR THE FUTURE: AULAS’ LYON


The Mères Lyonnaises (Mothers of Lyon), humble housemaids of the highest standards, drew wealthy connoisseurs from across the continent in the 1800s, eager to taste their famed cuisine. Ingredients sourced locally – olives, wines, cheeses and oils – were cooked to such a calibre that les Mères inspired the invention of Michelin guides.5 Modest ladies of ordinary means, thriving in an age of gender oppression, les Mères epitomised the character of Lyonnaises. They believed that Lyon was home to the best ingredients in the world and were proven right. Children of future generations would be raised by their mothers to understand the requirements of excellence. Nowadays, the city retains a pride amongst its populace, a desire to be the best. It is therefore surprising that its club Olympique Lyon went so long without competing for glory. It would be a member of that future generation, Jean-Michel Aulas, born in the small village of L’Arbresle on the outskirts and raised on rich cuisine, who would transfer the messages of les Mères Lyonnaises to football, presenting Lyon with a team of champions. Housemaids would say: ‘Strive to be the best; create something worth savouring; and have faith in local ingredients.’ His Lyon reinforce those messages, with unwavering faith in the club’s academy and coaching staff.







A great plain of countryside divides Paris and Lyon. Sporadic bourgades, with familiar churches and small houses, offer some variation to the open green land. In these petit villages, life is a bubble. It is distinctively different to the concrete no man’s land that divides much of Britain. The nearer one gets to Lyon, the more frequent the bourgades become, until eventually their marmalade-tiled roofs form a city. And a fine city it is. During the fifth century, Louis XI established Lyon as the home of silk, merchandising and then distributing the fabric overseas. The wealth associated with silk has since remained, displayed in the neoclassical and baroque architecture.


However, much like Paris, there are two Lyons. There is an affluent inner circle and a poor outskirt. The fine architecture of the old city lies between the Saône and Rhône rivers. Take a five-minute walk to the east, though, when dusk falls, and the bourgeois window-shoppers of Vieux become young gang members in hoods. In that sense, Lyon is typical of elsewhere. What is striking about the city is how the two communities (those with and those without) never cross beyond invisible thresholds; they could be of different worlds. It is this understanding of social differences that allows Lyon to be a prism through which human structures can be viewed.


The young Arab men from the poorer side of town are football-crazy. They wear Napoli, Milan, Arsenal or Real Madrid tracksuits and caps. They even wear PSG attire; anything but Olympique Lyon. Disillusionment with society is a big issue in France. Arabs see themselves as outsiders within their own cities and, in contrast to historic Lyonnais characteristics, take little pride in their locality. Simon Kuper had explained the issue from a football perspective back in Paris. ‘In the 1998 era, you had rural guys who grew up in villages, like Didier Deschamps, Bixente Lizarazu, Laurent Blanc and Fabien Barthez. There is much less of that now; they are mostly non-white and from the suburbs. That is the issue with French football. These guys [Arabs] have been left out by the French nation and discriminated against, and suddenly they are wealthy professional footballers. Many French fans don’t like that.’ The biggest example of tensions came in 2010 when, at the South Africa World Cup, the national team went on strike. France Football found that only 20% of people surveyed in 2014 had a positive view of the team. The New York Times debated underlying racism.xii




Street Football


That evening as the setting sun reflected off the River Rhône, I sat on some steps at its banks. Local Arab men and boys played football together on a court underneath La Guillotière bridge. Sat with me were groups of families; the men smoked while the women chatted and watched their sons play. French rap blared out from speakers. It was a fine atmosphere for a Sunday evening and the talent on display was surprising. One boy, with his arm in a cast, breezed past the older teenagers as they fell for his drop of the shoulder time and again. He, as the person who performed the most nutmegs, was the king of the court. It is in these unstructured ‘street’ environments that many of the best footballers have been developed. All that is needed is a flat surface and a ball – a factor in the game’s global popularity. Creativity, tenacity, bravery, flair and aggression develop on the streets, as typified by Ibrahimović and Zidane. When the boy-wonder Wayne Rooney finished training at Everton he would play on Liverpool’s streets with his mates.
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