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To my dad Mike, my inspiration – the man who taught me everything, especially the value of pushing myself and trying as hard as I can at everything I do
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Sport has been my life. It’s been a constant for me in the near half-century of my time on this planet, both man and boy. And, of course, among all sports, football is the greatest of them all. I never get bored of it. I am its biggest fan. I am its biggest champion.


But, at this moment in time, something is rotten in the state of football. Actually, let’s be honest – quite a few things are. Too many aspects of the game don’t currently function as they should. They’re undermining the sport and they need changing. When added together, they show that football is in need of quite a serious overhaul. And that’s where I come in.


I’ve been in and around the game every day of my life. I’m the son of a former pro and I’m a former pro myself. I’ve experienced all levels, from a floor-scrubbing YTS lad to a Premier League winner. I’ve also played in the UEFA Cup final and represented my country at full international level. I even had a short spell as a manager in the lower leagues. From rejection to rejuvenation, from the lows up to the highs, I’ve seen it, smelled it, felt it. Football flows through my blood. It’s the essence of my DNA. I know when it feels great and when it doesn’t. I’m all too familiar with the good, the bad and the ugly. And as wonderful as the good times are, plenty of the bad and the ugly are still very conspicuous within football. Our wonderful game can be so much better.


It’s not just my playing days that inform my opinions. My post-retirement life as both a newspaper columnist and a TV and radio pundit allows me the privilege of continuing to work within the sport that I’ve made my life. And I’m very lucky to have the opportunity to air my views, as vociferously as I like, right across the media. Very few people are this entitled. I get to observe, praise and criticise how the game is currently being played, managed and administered. It’s not a bad day job by any stretch of the imagination.


My observations and opinions are formed as a result of the quantity of football I watch every week, whether in the BT Sport studio on a Saturday afternoon alongside a squad of other former professionals or up in the gods of a stadium, with the match summariser’s mic in my hand, alongside the cream of the BBC’s commentary team. Or, indeed, right here at home, keenly watching on TV while trading opinions with one or more of my kids.


And then, of course, there are the two hours every Saturday night in which, as half of the two-man team with Ali Bruce-Ball, I co-present BBC Radio 5 Live’s evergreen football phone-in 606. Here I get to further air the grievances I have with the modern game, as well as being able to spar – and occasionally agree – with those passionate fans who care enough about their teams to call up looking for sympathy, debate or, most often, the chance to have a good old moan. These are my people.


Taking its title from what’s become my 606 catchphrase, You’re Better Than That! is a chance for me to drill deeper into the footballing issues that really matter, that really concern me, that really need fixing. And there’s no shortage of those. I’ve handpicked 25 aspects of the modern game – set out across five themed sections – which I believe aren’t working how they should. As my catchphrase suggests, there’s room for improvement. Football can be better. It just needs to work harder and to reassess its priorities.


There’s a wide variety of subjects that I’ve got in my crosshairs. From diving players to abusive fans, from the managerial merry-go-round to ticket prices, from agents to VAR, I aim to leave no stone unturned. And I won’t pussyfoot around the issues. I’ll tell it like it is and like I see it. I’ve never been mealy-mouthed and I’ve no intention to start now. But this is more than a grumpy man climbing on to his soapbox just to have a moan. There’s a purpose to my preaching. While I’ve never been a legislator, and I don’t sit on any fancy boards or governing bodies, I do have plenty of solutions to offer. Having diagnosed the ills currently infecting the modern game, I’m not going to shy away from also prescribing the treatment needed to cure them.


On occasion, my tongue might slip into my cheek. Elsewhere I’ll be deadly, deadly sober in my pronouncements. But whether I’m lighthearted or serious, honesty and passion will be found in every word and in every sentence you read. As a player I was deeply committed every time I stepped on to a pitch; I wore my heart on the sleeve of every first-team shirt I put on. I’m the same today. I may have hung my boots up some time ago, but my faith in, and my fervour for, the game remains undiminished. I rant and I rave because I care. And I never want to stop caring about football. I owe it my life.


I guess this 25-point plan represents a call to action – one to be heeded by us all, whether it’s those working within the modern game or those studying it closely from the terraces or via the TV. Football is failing both itself and those who love it dearly. But it’s far from a lost cause. There are lessons to be learned from the past and examples of good practice from other sports to be followed. Some of the cures I prescribe could be implemented very swiftly – as long as the want and the will are there. And it’s crucial that they are, for the game must recognise that it needs to improve before it can move forward.


And improve it must. Because as we all know, football – that glorious, life-affirming sport that makes hearts sing and grown men weep – is better than that.


Chris Sutton
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Let’s start with the fundamentals. Twenty-two players, a ball and a patch of grass.


Those are the basics. But the story of football has always been a story of flux and evolution. The game has never been trapped in amber, nor set in stone. It’s been altered, modified, modernised and reshaped over the years and decades to the point where it’s largely unrecognisable from the sport that was formalised during the second half of the 19th century – when the best teams revelled in names like Wanderers, Royal Engineers and Old Carthusians. Indeed, were a moustachioed player from the Victorian age able to jump into a time machine and fly forward 140-odd years to Anfield or the Etihad, he would have very little idea of what was going on. The existence of a penalty area would appear to him to be a revolutionary advance, never mind other head-scrambling concepts like substitutes, television cameras, goal-line technology, the offside law and those three dreaded letters V, A and R.


Of course, football – like every aspect of society and culture – moves with the times. It shape-shifts as everything else around it shape-shifts too. It becomes a reflection of the particular point in history that it occupies.


But not every evolutionary step, every innovation, has improved football. Sometimes the game has fallen victim to retrograde alterations that have worsened, rather than enhanced, the game as it’s played out on the pitch. All too often, the fundamentals have got lost in a fog of misguided ‘improvements’ and petty rule changes. Football has become too complicated – and unnecessarily so. It needs simplifying and this can be achieved largely through the application of common sense. There are plenty of wrinkles that can be easily ironed out.


Players are very different beasts now too. The gentleman amateur of the Victorian era became an extinct species many generations ago, while the professional age produced players whose motivation and outlook were markedly different from those who went before them. By the time the cash-rich days of the early 21st century came along, the football pitch had become a crucible for both cynical attitudes and cynical methods. A sense of fair play got lost somewhere along the way.


What occurs on that patch of grass requires overdue attention. The game is better than that. Attitudes need adjusting and rules need straightening out. And here’s how it all could be done…






1 Properly Punish the Divers
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At approximately 7.45pm on any given Saturday evening during the football season, the voice of Tom Petty can be heard on BBC Radio 5 Live, straining to reach the high notes of his best-loved song ‘Free Fallin’’.


There’s a reason why Petty can be heard every week. This is the song that announces the Simulation Game, one of the regular features on 606, the station’s long-running football phone-in show I co-host with Ali Bruce-Ball. If you’re not aware of the feature, the clue is in the name (and also in Petty’s lyrics). The Simulation Game sees myself and Ali naming and shaming players who, over the previous seven days, have – to our eyes at least – brought the game into disrepute with their theatrical tumbles. We get to hold football’s disgraceful divers to account, putting them in the metaphorical stocks from where public scorn can rain down on them. It’s a privilege to be able to humiliate these players in this way – to shame them for their dishonesty and deception. But I wish we didn’t have to.


Plenty of the Premier League’s top stars have been nominated for their antics since we began the feature back in January 2019, players at the very highest level who really are better than that. Sadio Mané has come under our scrutiny, as have Josh King, Ben Chilwell, Nicolas Pépé, Yerry Mina and a whole host of others. Newcastle’s Miguel Almirón is a multiple winner of this most dubious of awards. So too is the England captain – one Harry Edward Kane. No one escapes our forensic attention. No one is exempt.


There are plenty of others who, to use that well-worn euphemism, go down too easily. There are several repeat offenders, those who’ve been booked on more than one occasion for simulation. These include Daniel James, Dele Alli, Raheem Sterling, Pedro, Leroy Sané, James McArthur and Wilfried Zaha. Zaha definitely had a reputation for it, but I think he’s improved in this respect.


One particular week, we asked listeners to roll back the years and nominate their Diver of the Decade. We weren’t short of suggestions, with the switchboard lighting up like a Christmas tree. Michael Owen, Wayne Rooney, Ashley Young, Arjen Robben and Gareth Bale were all nominated. Didier Drogba’s name cropped up repeatedly.


There are too many cheats in the game who are getting away with incidents because they’re ‘not that type of player’. I think Harry Kane goes down easily, but you’re not allowed to call him a diver. You can’t say that about England’s hero. But if someone burgles a house just once, he’s still a burglar. You only need to rob a bank one time to be called a bankrobber. ‘He’s not that kind of character. He’s a good guy.’ Well, he did it.


In some ways, the Simulation Game is tongue in cheek, but in other ways it’s not. I think it’s a very good service we’re offering, calling out these cheats. It’s there for everyone to see. And the bottom line is that nobody likes to be called a diver. Nobody wants to be tarred with that brush. It’s not a badge of honour. But there are certain players in the Premier League who we’ve collared for being divers. And there’s an easy way for those players to put that right. Just stop doing it.


Of course, many of the referees’ calls on this issue will be subjective. The eyes of one official might judge a player tumbling to the turf to be as guilty as sin, but another may see that player as a paragon of virtue who’s been unfairly dealt with by an opponent. A conman to one, a victim to another. But there are so many cases of diving where we can all see it with our own eyes, where there isn’t the merest shade of grey that’s colouring what’s just happened. Why can’t we just say what we see?


I thought VAR worked superbly at the 2018 World Cup in Russia. On a couple of occasions, Neymar went down easily in the box, the ref went over to the monitor and called him out for cheating. But now we’ve got VAR in the Premier League, players seem to be diving more. I’m still trying to get my head around that one. You’d think that it would have the opposite effect. I was sure it would clear diving up. But it hasn’t. Far from it. It’s more rife than ever.


I played in an era when English and Scottish clubs would go and play in Europe and come off worse. With Celtic, I lost the 2003 UEFA Cup final against Porto – José Mourinho’s first big trophy. It’s fair to say that while they deserved to win that particular match, they would have also won a Laurence Olivier Award for their antics. You ask any Celtic fan who was there. Even the soberest among them would tell you so. The Porto striker, Derlei Silva, was the biggest culprit that night. He scored twice and was named man-of-the-match, but spent plenty of time lying horizontal on the turf without seeming to have been touched.


I honestly couldn’t name any British player who was a diver back in the day when I was playing. I don’t want to sound xenophobic – foreign players weren’t all at it, by any stretch of the imagination – but you would encounter plenty of divers in the European competitions. I think it reached the stage at some point in the last couple of decades where British players thought We actually need to start joining in here. We’re losing out. As a result, the old triple somersault is something that’s only come into the British game in the last 20 years or so.


(That said, before I was born Francis Lee had notoriety for being a legend of the fall. The former referee Keith Hackett described the striker as having ‘a reputation for falling down easily’, while Lee gained himself a nickname during his playing days: Lee Won Pen.)


But, of course, when a British player dives they’ll often be described as ‘clever’. Pure hypocrisy. Just call it as it is. Don’t dress it up for fear of causing offence. Don’t pussyfoot. A diver is a diver.


However, simply condemning these players for their sins over the airwaves on the Simulation Game isn’t sufficient punishment. They need more than public humiliation. Diving is cheating. Simple. It’s no different to any other way that a player flouts the rules to get an unfair advantage, such as Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ at the 1986 World Cup or Thierry Henry’s clear and obvious handball against the Republic of Ireland, setting up the goal that denied the Irish a spot at the 2010 World Cup. Those were clear examples of cheating and both players – both of whom were their side’s captain, it’s worth noting – should have been banned as a result. To me, diving is in the same category as a shamelessly deliberate handball. In both cases, players are trying to deceive the officials on the pitch. On that basis, you have to have a strong enough deterrent to encourage a player to just play honestly.


Divers need to get what they deserve. And the only way to really cure their behaviour is to give players caught diving, or seeming to dive, a three-game ban. No ifs, no buts. If that was applied straight across the board, football fans all over the country would absolutely understand. After all, it’s one of the issues that really infuriates the average football fan. It’s not a divisive subject. It actually unites fans of every stripe.


If I were a player and I got a three-match ban for diving, the next time I played I’d be thinking about the consequences of me taking that option. Because it’s a choice. It really is. Diving is a choice. And it’s not a difficult choice, either. You either want to dive or you don’t dive. So if you’re tripped, fall as you would fall. If you’re not tripped and you’re trying to dive, you’ll know what’s coming to you. The punishment doesn’t fit the crime at the moment and that is a huge issue. Is a three-game ban over the top? No, it’s not. Missing one game isn’t enough. Missing three tells you the severity of the crime and sets out the parameters.


And let’s not stop there. If a player chooses, after his first ban, to reoffend by committing the same crime again, why not stick one more game on top? So a four-game ban for a second offence, a five-game ban for a third and so on. That’ll teach them.


It’s really important that there’s a far tougher stance adopted than there currently is. That’s why players continue to do it, to chance their arm. They know they can. They’re not going to get a ban. They might get a yellow if they’re caught, but they might get a penalty if they’re not. I bet there are players out there who practise diving. And screaming. A good scream gives a dive real credibility, especially if it sounds like the diver has been shot in the nether regions.


I can’t prove this, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there were managers out there who actually congratulate their players on diving. ‘Well done. You bought that for us. Earned us a good three points.’ But as soon as there’s a sufficiently strong punishment, managers who are currently patting their players on the back will find their star man is out with a three-game ban and will be telling their players that they need to stop that kind of behaviour. Managers aren’t stood in dressing rooms philosophically discussing issues of morality – should players dive or shouldn’t they dive? Instead, thanks to the short-termism of the managerial world, they’ll be thinking I need to win. I need to find a way of winning a game by whatever means necessary. Getting rid of that mindset would certainly be a change for the better.


Diving signifies a lack of discipline from a player. If I punched someone in the face, I’d get a three-game ban – and I might end up getting more. When you strip it all away, it comes down to personal choice. Players don’t have to dive. You hear ex-professionals like Michael Owen and Robbie Savage say that if there’s contact, you’re entitled to go down. You’re not. There has to be enough contact to cause you to go down. That’s pretty basic.


By the same token, though, if there is enough contact, players should not be awarded penalties or free kicks if they’re over the top with their antics – if they make a meal of things, doing the extra tumble and ending up spreadeagled on the turf. A rule should be brought in whereby that kind of behaviour actually supersedes the foul. In trying to con the referee, the player has committed a more serious act than the original infringement and so the decision gets rightfully reversed. That’s another measure that would help to eradicate it from our game.


We’ve all got massive double standards, of course. There wasn’t ever a moment in my playing days when I collapsed like a pile of bricks without any contact from an opponent. But as a centre-forward backing into a defender, did I go down even when the force was such that I didn’t need to fall to the floor? Yeah, I did. So am I admitting to diving? Yes, I think I am.


But I did think I was pretty bloody good at it…






2 Stop the Pointless Rule Changes
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Every year, new rules appear in our sport. They are rarely revolutionary. More commonly, they are minor tweaks and amendments. And that’s understandable. Welcome at times, even. But while football continues to evolve, the basic framework has been in place for generations. The wheel was invented long ago.


Quite often, however, these tweaks and amendments produce no improvement to what is already in place. Sometimes they make things worse. On occasion, the pointlessness of a new rule has beggared belief.


Every rule has to be there to enhance the fan experience, to make the game more exciting, to make it more competitive. But all too frequently these principles appear to have been neglected or forgotten. For whatever reason (although executives justifying their own jobs isn’t a bad first guess), there has been too much change for change’s sake, producing rules that should never have been proposed, let alone passed.


Here, I’m going to run through some of the more stupefying rule changes of recent times. And, believe me, there have been some howlers. But before the steam begins to emerge from my ears, let’s kick off with a rule change that has been highly positive – transformative, even – since it was brought in in the early Nineties.


‘An indirect free kick is awarded if a goalkeeper touches the ball with the hand/arm after it has been deliberately kicked to the goalkeeper by a team-mate’


Ah, the back-pass rule. This is an excellent example of one of those rare occasions when the lawmakers got it right, when their metaphorical dart hit the cherry red of the bull’s-eye. This intelligent change, which came into force in 1992, makes perfect sense and had an immediate, and extremely positive, impact. Previous to this rule, sides were taking the lead in a match and then killing the game: knock the ball back to the penalty box, keeper takes the ball in his hands, falls on it, slowly gets up, wastes more and more seconds. The teams who mastered the art of killing the game became the successful ones. It became harder to get the ball back off the top teams, because they knew how to neutralise the game right up to the final whistle. I perfectly understand why teams did it. They wanted to wind down the clock and guarantee themselves the league points or cup win.


The ultimate back pass has to be the one that Graeme Souness made while playing for Rangers against Dynamo Kyiv in the European Cup in 1987. With Rangers 2-1 ahead on aggregate, Souness took possession of the ball halfway inside the Kyiv half. Nowadays, players would head for the corner flag to run the clock down. Not back then, though – not in the days before the back pass was outlawed. Souness turned towards the Rangers goal and launched what had to be the longest back pass in history into the Glasgow night, the ball travelling a full 70 yards into the safe hands of his keeper Chris Woods. That was the mindset of the top players then. First and foremost, it was about winning and the smart players knew how to achieve that.


But this rule change really did transform the game. It put goalkeepers under pressure from strikers who knew their opponent couldn’t pick the ball up. Keepers had to adjust (or be replaced) as a result and now, aside from shot-stopping, they’re judged on their ability with the ball at their feet, which they hardly ever were before. Some have become phenomenal at this. Back in the day, a keeper just used his feet to punt a long ball down the pitch. The standard of the game has improved since this law was introduced and thanks to it football is now more of a spectacle. And the goal count has definitely risen as a consequence.


‘The ball can be kicked in any direction at kick-off ’


In sharp contrast to the back-pass change, this is a rule that doesn’t outlaw anything significant. What on earth is the benefit of allowing the ball to go either forwards or backwards, when previously it could only go forwards, thus requiring two players in order to keep possession as opposed to only now needing one? How has it made the game one inch, one ounce better? Please, please someone enlighten me. I’ve thought long and hard about this, but there’s absolutely zero material gain that I can find. There seems to be no reasoning behind it whatsoever.


But the bigger question is why anyone would think it up? You’d have to query exactly what that person actually knows about football if they think that this utterly pointless initiative would change anything at all. Actually, ‘initiative’ suggests someone’s put their grey matter to a positive use. Not here they haven’t. The meeting at which this idea was put forward must have been the dullest, most meaningless one ever. Wasn’t the person who proposed it deeply embarrassed by even saying it out loud? And surely there must have been at least one person sat around the table with enough common sense to say ‘Whoa, hold on! Why are we wasting our time with this?’ and shoot it down in flames. But apparently there wasn’t.


This may well be the most pointless rule change in football history. Well, let’s see…


At a goal kick, ‘the ball is in play once the kick is taken; it can be played before leaving the penalty area’


I could understand it if this rule, brought in ahead of the 2019–20 season, only applied to the under-10s level and below. Sometimes those little legs just can’t kick a ball that far. But, no. It was applied right across the board, all the way up to the most senior adult level.


Perhaps its purpose is to encourage teams to play out from the back more, but I can’t see why they wouldn’t be doing that anyway. A few more yards aren’t going to make any difference to a team’s modus operandi. I suppose it creates a little more space on the pitch and so teams might have to tweak the way they press, but it seems pretty pointless to me. It hasn’t made it better. It hasn’t made it worse. It’s changed nothing. So what was the point?


‘Even if accidental, it will be a free kick if a player gains control/possession of the ball after it has touched their hand/arm and then scores, or creates a goalscoring opportunity’


Another new rule for 2019–20 was this further amendment to the handball law, the various tweaks to which over the years have already taken up plenty of space in the rulebook. It declares that any handball committed by the attacking team – whether deliberate or accidental – which leads to them scoring means that the goal will be disallowed. This removes the element of subjectivity from a referee’s decision. If the ball touches either hand or arm, irrespective of distance or speed or the position of the arm, the goal will be disallowed and a free kick awarded to the opposition. It is absolute and immovable. No debate, no interpretation. It is black and white.


However, any handball committed by the defending side in their own penalty area remains a matter of subjectivity, of the referee interpreting the intentions of the player involved. If there was consistency between the two scenarios – whether both showed zero tolerance or both were subjective calls – that would be absolutely fair, but this tweak of the handball law puts the attacking side at a disadvantage. And there was me thinking we were trying to create a game that gave us more goals…


In January 2020, the iniquity of this new regulation made itself conspicuous in a match between Sheffield United and West Ham. The visitors to Bramall Lane thought they’d snatched a last-gasp equaliser when Declan Rice powered his way upfield before setting up Robert Snodgrass to score. But VAR ruled the goal out because of a handball by Rice in the build-up. He and Blades defender John Egan were running alongside each other chasing a bouncing ball when Egan headed it on to Rice’s arm, which was a matter of inches away and not in an unnatural position. It was absolutely unavoidable.


However, had the pair’s run continued into the penalty area and it was actually Rice who had headed it on to Egan’s arm, it wouldn’t have automatically been given as a penalty and would most likely have been deemed accidental. In this scenario, the attacking side gets punished both ways round. Any goal they score gets chalked off, while there’s no guarantee of a penalty if the opposition commits the same ‘crime’.


And this particular incident throws up a further talking point. What if Rice’s handball had taken place on the edge of his own area and not a few metres outside the Sheffield United box? Would his position at that precise point be seen as a defensive one? Or, having subsequently dribbled the length of the pitch to set up Snodgrass, would the point at which he took possession of the ball qualify as part of the phase that created the goal? If the latter, it would be a farcical state of affairs to disallow it and bring play back to the other end of the pitch where the handball had occurred.


This particular law is an ass. It needs changing. Instantly.


‘If a player who requires the referee’s permission to re-enter the field of play re-enters without the referee’s permission, the referee must caution the player’


It is already a frustrating, rather petty rule that declares that, after an injured player has been treated by the team physio, he has to leave the field of play before he can continue. And, of course, he can only do that with the referee’s permission once the game has restarted.


In addition, though, if a player returns before having been waved on by the referee, he can be cautioned, even though his ‘crime’ is wanting to re-enter the fray and get his team up to its full complement of players. And if he’s already been booked, he won’t be coming on again now. So he gets clobbered by the opposition and an early bath is his reward. Double whammy.


‘The referee drops the ball for one player of the team that last touched the ball’


This one really irks me. It now means that a drop-ball can no longer be competitive. A drop-ball used to be a great spectacle, with both teams putting up their hard men to compete it. It was pure theatre, a fabulous sideshow. They’d roll up their sleeves and get stuck in. Who’s going to be quickest? Will they both miss the ball and end up decapitating each other? And it was brilliant to be involved in them. You’d get a huge adrenaline rush, all for something so inconsequential. They never had a massive impact on the game and it wasn’t that important a contest to win, but everyone still wanted to be first to the ball.


Now, if there is an enforced stoppage in play, a player from the team that last touched the ball will be the recipient of the drop-ball. Any remote semblance of competition and conflict has been removed: ‘all players of both teams, except the player receiving the ball, must be at least four metres away’. Are we going to take everything out of the game that made it a spectacle? It’s an aggressive sport, but eventually we’re going to ban every sort of physical act. Will we get to the point where, if a defender gives an attacker an angry glance at a corner, a penalty will be awarded?


Just why has the good old-fashioned drop-ball been outlawed? It wasn’t as if they were leading to a spate of fisticuffs and brawls. I can’t recall a single one that ever did. A non-competitive drop-ball is pointless. It’s like going to watch a non-competitive sports day, applauding them when they’ve done a few star-jumps. I’ve been to a few of those. I’d rather see my kid finish last in a traditional sports day.


Don’t call it a drop-ball when it’s not what we know as a drop-ball. In fact, let’s eliminate it entirely. We need more of a spectacle instead. Perhaps, to keep us entertained, the referee should do some tricks before volleying the ball back to the goalkeeper. But, of course, even that still wouldn’t give us half the thrill that a meaty drop-ball contest would have done.


‘A player is cautioned if guilty of excessively using the “review” (TV screen) signal’


In a lot of games, you see high-profile players getting away with far too much. They call the referee every imaginable expletive but he turns a blind eye – or ear. You can say virtually anything and not get cautioned, but make the old TV sign, as Lionel Blair used to do on Give Us a Clue, and the yellow card will be out of his pocket before you can say ‘Three syllables. First syllable. Sounds like “knee”…’


A player could genuinely, and politely, ask ‘I’m sure that I was onside. Could you check?’ and draw an imaginary TV screen in the air, but into the book he’d go. What a crime. What an outcry. Many worse things go unpunished. Players can harass a referee en masse and receive little censure – as half of Manchester United once did with Andy D’Urso, chasing him around the Old Trafford pitch as he furiously back-pedalled. Only one of them – Roy Keane, naturally – got booked.


I can think of a few hand gestures that would land a player in hot water if they were directed at any of the officials, but the VAR sign is surely one of the tamest examples of non-verbal communication there could possibly be. Two fingers up to this rule.


Teams in the Champions League final can put 12 substitutes on the bench


Throughout the Champions League competition, three substitutes can come on during a match, with a fourth permitted should the tie go into extra-time. So why on earth for – and only for – the final did UEFA increase the number of potential substitutes on the bench from (a still-excessive) seven to a round dozen? No team needs that many. Even if you subscribe to the fanciful notion that a specialist player in every position needs to be there should the first choice get injured, that’s still only eleven that’s required. Twelve gives you more subs than there are positions on the pitch!


There is absolutely no point in cramming the bench with so many players, three-quarters of whom are unlikely to get on the pitch. It’s a waste of everyone’s time. But, if whether these players are going to play is immaterial, as it appears, why stop there? Why not invite the youth team to come and warm the bench as well? Let’s make it a party.


There was nothing wrong with the era when clubs were limited to naming three subs – usually a defender, a midfielder and a striker. (OK, I’m feeling generous. You can have a goalkeeping sub too.) If injury befell their players, it was up to the team to improvise with what and who they had. It made for an intriguing, tactical challenge. Simply swapping like for like is no test at all.


‘The occupants of the technical area must remain within its confines’


It must have been a rather unworldly person who drew up the plans for this one. While including substitutes and the coaching staff, this rule has one particular person in mind: restricting a manager’s movements while naively assuming that a box painted on the turf will be respected and never breached. Fat chance. It’s not strictly enforced and so everyone ignores it. It’s a loose guide at best. And the worst response if a manager literally oversteps the mark is the fourth official politely asking them to take two steps back.


It’s a token gesture to get the two sides to respect each other’s boundaries. If something did kick off between the benches, it wouldn’t stop a thing. So if you must have a technical area, at least keep the manager inside it somehow. Perhaps build a nice white picket fence around it, with a little gate, so he at least has to find his way out before confronting the opposition staff. What’s wrong with that?


‘The player being substituted must leave by the nearest point on the boundary line’


This is bonkers, isn’t it? They’re trying to quicken the game up by demanding that a player being subbed take the shortest possible route off the pitch, but there’s no need. The ref should just stop his watch while the uncooperative player ambles towards the bench at the speed of a tortoise. If it’s an attempt to waste time, not a single second will be lost. (That said, whenever I knew I was just about to be subbed, I’d wander to the furthest part of the pitch in order to have the longest, time-eating walk possible. It never made any difference.)


If a player leaves the pitch via the far touchline, there’s going to be a walk of shame involved, almost certainly past the opposition fans. The protection of stewards, and possibly the police, will be necessary – a situation repeated with every substitution. This will put those looking after the safety of the stadium and its occupants under unnecessary pressure, as well as each substituted player being vulnerable to volleys of abuse from the stands. What’s so wrong with avoiding this scenario and referees simply adding 30 seconds for each substitution? At a maximum of six substitutions in a Premier League game, the combined three minutes would be shorter than many VAR checks.


‘A goalkeeper is not permitted to keep control of the ball in his hands for more than six seconds’


The six-second rule was introduced in 1998, a measure clearly devised to cut down on time-wasting and speed the game up. That was an admirable intention, but how often has it actually been enforced? If anyone can think of an example at all, most people would probably only have one in mind: the case of Simon Mignolet was the exception that proved the rule.


In 2015, in a Europa League match against Bordeaux, the then Liverpool goalkeeper mysteriously decided to hold on to the ball for a full 22 seconds. He was a rare victim to be punished under this rule. And Bordeaux did punish him. The next time he handled the ball, it was to pick it out of the net after the resultant free kick inside the box.


I suspect every goalkeeper breaks this rule multiple times in a match. By the time he’s caught the ball, waited for his defence to reassume its shape and bowled it out to the right-back, six seconds would have long expired. And the referee, by now on the halfway line to keep up with play, doesn’t care a jot.


So a rule is made but rarely, if ever, applied. And because no one can be bothered to uphold it, goalkeepers may even have forgotten it exists. It never needed to.


When facing a penalty, a goalkeeper must refrain from ‘touching the goalposts, crossbar or goal net’


Poor old goalkeepers. They seem to really get it in the neck from the lawmakers. The only justification for this curious regulation is that a keeper might be attempting to make the goal frame wobble, either to put off the penalty-taker or to somehow manipulate the size or shape of the goal itself. But these goals aren’t known for their flexibility. They’re not made of bamboo. I say good luck to any keeper who can make a post wobble. Next stop, Britain’s Strongest Man…


Again, the lawmakers have embarrassed themselves here. Who went into a suited-and-booted meeting and, when it came to ‘Any Other Business’, piped up from the back: ‘We need to stop the bar wobbling when there’s a penalty. It could ruin the game as we know it’? They should be sacked for even thinking of it.


‘A player must be cautioned, even if the goal is disallowed, for removing the shirt or covering the head with the shirt’


I appreciate that goal celebrations where the player has leaped into the crowd could be interpreted as inciting supporters and is therefore quite possibly worthy of a caution. But I’ve never really understood why showing your delight by ripping your shirt off deserves a yellow.


Although I never chose to unburden myself of my shirt whenever I scored, celebrations are what football is all about: passionate expressions of ecstasy that allow the goalscorer to get thoroughly caught up in the moment. They aren’t worthy of punishment. Obviously we don’t want to see some blubber monster taking his shirt off if and when he finds the back of the net – we go on holiday to see that sort of thing. But if a player has been to the gym and is lean, mean and muscular, what’s the problem?


‘Referees must caution players who delay the restart of play by appearing to take a throw-in but suddenly leaving it to a team-mate to take’


Let’s finish with this extraordinarily over-the-top rule and dissect its lunacy with a theoretical scenario. Imagine you’re a wafer-thin winger who is urgently trying to create an equaliser for your side in a cup quarter-final. You make a run down the wing and are tackled, but you win the throw, 10 or so yards from the corner flag. You shape to take it yourself, but then notice that your right-back – him with the biceps of a lumberjack – is making his way up the pitch. He can launch it twice as long and twice as hard as your Twiglet arms can. But the referee stops play. He calls you over. He brandishes a yellow card. You were apparently time-wasting. It’s beyond belief.


Sometimes change isn’t for the better. The ridiculously petty rules that I’ve reeled off here are testament to that. Why are we overthinking the game to such a degree? We don’t need to alter football that much. It’s an inherently simple game and these modifications only serve to complicate and confuse. Strip it back. Hold dear the fundamentals. Keep the tinkering to a minimum.


Are these lawmakers from the IFAB (International Football Association Board), these mandarins, drawing up these rule changes for the sake of the game or to look busy and protect their jobs? They really need to take a long, hard look at themselves. You can imagine them in their committees, having pointless meeting after pointless meeting. It must be like the People’s Front of Judea from Monty Python’s Life of Brian. ‘Let’s have a meeting about a technical area. How big should it be?’ ‘Let’s have another meeting about how many subs are allowed on the bench, even though only three can play in a match.’ ‘How about ruling out touching the crossbar when it’s a penalty? Yes, put that on the agenda for next time…’


While we might be laughing at these absurd modifications, there are big issues getting lip service at best, or being totally ignored at worst. The authorities need to get to grips with the issues that really matter. Sort out racism. Sort out sectarianism. Silence the verbal abuse. Tackle the dementia issue affecting former players.


Instead, these pen-pushers and committee men would rather focus on issuing a yellow card to someone who’s decided to leave a throw-in for his team-mate to take. Come on lawmakers, you’re better than that.






3 Remind People That Football is a Contact Sport


[image: image]


Sit down with a pen and a piece of paper and it’s easy to list them. Every club had at least one. Some had three or four. The hardmen, the enforcers, the players who didn’t give an inch. Roy Keane, Patrick Vieira, Vinnie Jones, Julian Dicks, Paul Ince, Terry Butcher, Neil ‘Razor’ Ruddock…and their kind go back across the decades, Norman Hunter, Tommy Smith, Billy Bremner, Ron ‘Chopper’ Harris…


These were tough guys who carved out a reputation for themselves because they could effortlessly strike fear into opposing players. They were superheroes with a real aura around them. It’s been 35-odd years since Harris hung up his boots and a high proportion of today’s football fans wouldn’t recognise him from Adam. But his legend lives on. They’d know his stock-in-trade, his modus operandi, just from his nickname. After all, you don’t get called Chopper because of your delicate, fleet-of-foot, tiki-taka style of play.


Trying to list the hardmen of football today is a much harder pursuit. That piece of paper would remain relatively blank. They’re a near-extinct species now. Someone should tell David Attenborough.


It’s all down to changes in the rules over the years and to what referees are prepared to let go – or, rather, what they’re allowed by the authorities to let go. It’s a less ferocious game these days – and quite possibly an easier one. We talk about the beautiful game, but you can’t tell me there’s one person out there from the era I played in and before who doesn’t enjoy a 50-50 challenge where both players are off their feet and there’s an enormous noise because the ball nearly bursts. I think the game is worse off for it. It’s less of a spectacle.


I certainly loved playing in those more physical times. I think the first hardman I came up against was a guy called John Gayle. I was playing centre-half for Norwich City reserves against Wimbledon reserves and he really bashed me around. He treated me like a rag doll. It was a steep, sharp learning curve and he taught me quite a lot just in that one game – about picking your moments, about not trying to win everything up against a big guy. As a youth-team player, it was brilliant playing in the reserves against players who had plenty of first-team football under their belts –wily old pros who’d been around the block. They were like old boxers who had probably been whacked many times themselves, but who had far too much nous for young, up-and-coming, exuberant players like myself.


Once, when Millwall came to Carrow Road, I remember Terry Hurlock coming in for a tackle. I knew his reputation – he looked more like a doorman than a footballer. Or maybe a long-haired Aberdeen Angus. But I was young and up for any challenge, and I was ready to prove myself in that moment. I was going to be the destroyer of the destroyer. I reckoned the ball was 60-40 in my favour, but big bad Terry was coming towards me and he was going to get it. Then the collision. I don’t really remember it. All I remember is lying on the Carrow Road turf, looking up at the blue sky in a daze. He had totally wiped me out. The curly perm of Tim Sheppard, the Norwich physio, came into view. ‘Where are you hurt?’ ‘Everywhere, Tim,’ I mumbled. ‘Everywhere…’


I was a young person coming into the game and I had to learn to accept these kinds of challenges. We used to play Arsenal with their famous back line. Whenever the ball was clipped in to me from one of our full-backs, I used to count to three in my head. By the time I’d got to two, I was normally lying on the floor with either Tony Adams or Steve Bould standing over me, having been absolutely walloped. But it was all part of the game. And it was a part that, I have to say, I really enjoyed. I loved it.


As a young player, it was a test of your mettle. You learned from the experience of playing up against the likes of Adams and Bould or Steve Bruce and Gary Pallister. They were really hard, tough men. I wouldn’t say they were fair, but that was part of the game. And then you learned to not be fair yourself. You’d sharpen your elbows and be ready to look after yourself. For instance, when I first used to head a ball, I never used to put my arms up to protect myself. But after getting my face smashed numerous times, I soon became switched on in terms of what I had to do.


The physical aspect was also a test of your mental capacity. Were you prepared to go through that? The old adage ‘Do you want it?’ certainly did apply. And on the flip side of that, if you’re dishing it out, it worked the other way. If you knew somebody wasn’t quite mentally up for the physical scrap, that’s where you could bully certain types of players, because you just knew that they couldn’t stomach it.


If you were a tricky winger, you knew that if a ball was rolled in to you within the first two minutes, the likelihood was that the opposing full-back was going to come through and kick you up in the air. Then the defender would say to the referee, ‘That’s my first one. You can’t book me for that.’ It was all about laying down a marker.


I have to say that I was pretty all-in and eventually learned to handle myself. Or, at least, I realised when things were 60-40 in my favour and when they were 80-20 against me. I would pick my moments, I’d box clever. Well, eventually, that is. But when you’re young, stupid thoughts go through your head. Call it the exuberance of youth.
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