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CAST OF CHARACTERS


Roman Abramovich: Russian businessman and former owner of Chelsea from 2003–2022.


AFC: The Asian Football Confederation, consisting of the continent’s national associations. One of six continental confederations under FIFA responsible for governance and running of club competitions.


Andrea Agnelli: Former chairman of Juventus and part of the Agnelli family that founded FIAT, as well as a key figure in the European Super League.


Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani: Emir of Qatar, who was influential in delivering 2022 World Cup as crown prince.


Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa Al Thani: Former Emir of Qatar, in power at the time Qatar won the 2022 World Cup bid.


Nasser Al-Khelaifi: President of Paris Saint-Germain, chairman of beIN Media Group and Qatar Sports Investments, chairman of the European Club Association.


Khaldoon Al Mubarak: Chairman of Manchester City, chief executive officer and managing director of Abu Dhabi sovereign wealth fund Mubadala Investment Company, as well as chairman of the Executive Affairs Authority.


Yasir Al-Rumayyan: Governor of Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund, chairman of Saudi Aramco and chairman of Newcastle United.


Hassan Al Thawadi: Secretary General at Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy for the 2022 FIFA World Cup Qatar Local Organizing Committee.


David Beckham: Former Manchester United and England player who was also one of Real Madrid’s Galácticos, while fostering a new level of fame for footballers.


Silvio Berlusconi: Media mogul who was owner of AC Milan from 1986–2017 and former prime minister of Italy.


Mohammed Bin Hammam: Former chairman of Qatar Football Association and president of Asian Football Confederation.


Sepp Blatter: President of FIFA from 1998–2015.


Jean-Marc Bosman: Former RFC Liège midfielder whose move to Dunkerque was blocked, ensuring he successfully took a case against RFC Liège, the Belgian Football Association and UEFA to the European Court of Justice for restraint of trade.


CAF: The Confederation of African Football, consisting of the continent’s national associations.


Aleksander Čeferin: President of UEFA since 2016.


Clearlake Capital: American headquartered private equity firm who have been majority owners of Chelsea since 2022.


CONCACAF: The Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football, consisting of the area’s national associations.


CONMEBOL: The South American Football Confederation, standing for Confederación Sudamericana de Fútbol.


Court of Arbitration for Sport: International body founded to settle sporting disputes, established in 1984 and based in Lausanne.


Martin Edwards: Former chairman of Manchester United.


Recep Tayyip Erdoğan: Turkish president since 2014.


Sir Alex Ferguson: Former manager of Manchester United, considered by many to be the greatest football manager of all time.


FIFA: The International Federation of Association Football – Fédération Internationale de Football Association in French – the ultimate global body responsible for the governance and running of the game.


The Football Association: Governing body of English football and the oldest football association in the world, formed in 1863.


The Glazer family: Majority owners of Manchester United, having purchased the club with a leveraged buy-out in 2005, initially under late father Malcolm. Of six siblings, Joel and Avram are most involved in football.


Pep Guardiola: Manager of Manchester City, also considered by many to be the greatest football manager of all time. Previously the manager of Barcelona and Bayern Munich.


John Henry: Owner of Liverpool, through Fenway Sports Group.


Gianni Infantino: President of FIFA since 2016 and former UEFA General Secretary.


Boris Johnson: Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 2019–2022.


Xi Jinping: President of China since 2013.


Jamal Khashoggi: Journalist and Saudi dissident, killed in 2018.


Stan Kroenke: Owner of Arsenal, through Kroenke Sports & Entertainment.


Daniel Levy: Chairman of Tottenham Hotspur since 2001.


Emmanuel Macron: President of France since 2017.


Roberto Mancini: Former Italian international and Manchester City manager, who is currently the manager of the Saudi Arabia national team.


Kylian Mbappé: French forward who moved from Paris Saint-Germain to Real Madrid in 2024.


Lionel Messi: Argentine footballer, considered to be the greatest footballer of all time, who played for Barcelona, Paris Saint-Germain and, currently, Inter Miami.


Massimo Moratti: Industrialist and former owner of Internazionale.


Rupert Murdoch: Media mogul who owned BskyB and was directly involved in initial talks over broadcasting the Premier League.


Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan: Vice president and deputy prime minister of the United Arab Emirates, as well as brother of president Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan. Owner of Manchester City through Abu Dhabi United Group.


Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan: President of the United Arab Emirates and ruler of Abu Dhabi.


Neymar: Brazilian footballer who moved from Barcelona to Paris Saint-Germain in a world-record €222 million transfer.


OFC: Oceania Football Confederation, consisting of the area’s national associations.


Florentino Pérez: President of Real Madrid 2000–2006 and 2009 to present.


Rui Pinto: Portuguese activist and whistleblower who created the Football Leaks website.


Public Investment Fund: Saudi Arabia’s sovereign wealth fund.


Simon Pearce: Board member of City Football Group, who also serves as special advisor to the Chairman of the Executive Affairs Authority in Abu Dhabi, and the emirate’s main communication advisor.


Michel Platini: Legendary French footballer who was president of UEFA from 2007–2015.


Vladimir Putin: President of Russia since 1999.


Qatar Sports Investments: Subsidiary of the Qatar Investment Authority sovereign wealth fund, founded to invest in sport.


Cristiano Ronaldo: Portuguese footballer who has played for Manchester United, Real Madrid and Juventus, eventually going to Al Nassr in the Saudi Pro League.


Karl-Heinz Rummenigge: Former German international who was Chairman of the Executive Board of Bayern Munich from 2002–2021. Served as chairman of the European Club Association from 2008–2017.


Mohammed bin Salman: Crown prince of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, popularly known as MBS.


Nicolas Sarkozy: President of France from 2007–2012.


Irving Scholar: Former chairman of Tottenham Hotspur who figured out a way to evade Rule 34 in English football and ensure the club became the first to float on the stock market in 1983.


Richard Scudamore: Chief executive of the Premier League from 1999–2018.


Thaksin Shinawatra: Former owner of Manchester City, 2007–2008, and former prime minister of Thailand from 2001–2006.


Ferran Soriano: Manchester City chief executive who formerly worked at Barcelona.


Amanda Staveley: British financier who was a minority owner of Newcastle United from 2021–2024.


Javier Tebas: President of La Liga since 2013.


UEFA: The Union of European Football Associations, consisting of the continent’s national associations.






TIMELINE OF EVENTS





	1863:
	December
	The Rules of Association Football are published.




	1899:
	September
	English clubs must operate under a new regulation for new season, later codified as Rule 34, restricting dividends and preventing club directors from being paid.




	1901:
	September
	Maximum wage introduced for the start of the new English season.




	1904:
	May
	FIFA founded.




	1932:
	September
	Kingdom of Saudi Arabia established.




	1954:
	June
	UEFA founded.




	1955:
	April
	The European Cup is organised in Paris, starting the following September.




	1961:
	January
	The Professional Footballers’ Association successfully challenges the maximum wage.




	1971:
	September
	The State of Qatar is founded.




	
	December
	The United Arab Emirates is founded.




	1974:
	June
	João Havelange elected FIFA president.




	1978:
	June
	Argentina hosts the World Cup, leading to criticism from Amnesty International for how Jorge Rafael Videla’s military junta politically used the event.




	1983:
	October
	Tottenham Hotspur become the first club to float on the stock exchange, after Irving Scholar takes steps to evade Rule 34.




	1985:
	May
	The Bradford City stadium fire sees 55 fans lose their lives, just two weeks before 39 supporters die at Heysel Stadium before the European Cup final.




	1986:
	February
	Silvio Berlusconi buys AC Milan.




	1987:
	September
	Diego Maradona’s Napoli meet Real Madrid in a first-round European Cup tie that Berlusconi describes as ‘economic nonsense’.




	1989:
	April
	The Hillsborough disaster at the FA Cup semi-final, where ‘negligent failures’ from authorities saw 97 Liverpool supporters eventually lose their lives.




	1990:
	January
	The Taylor Report is published, recommending huge changes to English football.




	
	August
	Iraq invades Kuwait.




	
	October
	The Spanish state introduced Law 10/1990 so football clubs become a special type of public limited company to ward off financial disaster, with only four allowed to remain member owned.




	1991:
	April
	The European Commission agrees to the so-called ‘foreigner rule’ with UEFA, where teams competing in European competition can field just three foreign players, plus two ‘assimilated’, who had been in the country for five years.




	
	June
	Manchester United are floated on the stock exchange.




	1992:
	May
	
The Premier League is formed, starting the following August.




	
	August
	The European Cup becomes the Champions League.




	1993:
	September
	La Liga clubs are permitted to sell broadcast rights individually, following a Spanish competition court ruling, allowing Real Madrid and Barcelona to dominate the market.




	1994:
	June
	The World Cup is held in the United States.




	1995:
	December
	The ‘Bosman ruling’ is published, bringing free movement for players within the European Union and ensuring the removal of foreign player restrictions.




	1997:
	August
	The Champions League expands to feature runners-up from major leagues.




	1998:
	June
	Sepp Blatter is elected FIFA president.




	
	October
	The German football association rules on the so-called ‘50+1 rule’.




	1999:
	August
	The Champions League expands to feature up to four clubs from the best-performing leagues.




	2000:
	July
	Florentino Pérez becomes Real Madrid president, buying Barcelona’s Luís Figo on a release clause as part of his election promise.




	
	September
	The ‘G14’ is founded by the biggest clubs, a group that would later become the European Club Association (ECA).




	2003:
	July
	Roman Abramovich buys Chelsea.




	2005:
	May
	The Glazer family agree a deal for a leveraged buy-out of Manchester United.




	2006:
	May
	
‘Calciopoli’ influence-peddling scandal uncovered in Italy.




	2007:
	July
	Thaksin Shinawatra buys Manchester City.




	
	August
	Abu Dhabi ‘Vision 2030’ launched.




	2008:
	July
	Pep Guardiola appointed as manager at Barcelona.




	
	September
	Sheikh Mansour’s Abu Dhabi United Group buy Manchester City; Lehman Brothers bank collapses, spiking the global financial crisis.




	2010:
	May
	UEFA Executive Committee unanimously approves Financial Fair Play regulations, to come into action from the 2013–14 season.




	
	December
	Russia wins the vote to host the 2018 World Cup; Qatar for the 2022 World Cup. Tunisian Mohamed Bouazizi self-immolates in protest at Zine El Abidine Ben Ali’s dictatorship, sparking the Arab Spring.




	2011:
	June
	Qatar Sports Investments buys Paris Saint-Germain.




	2013:
	January
	City Football Group is founded, with Manchester City as the central club.




	
	February
	Premier League negotiates overseas rights deals worth £5.5 billion for the next three-year cycle.




	2014:
	May
	The first FFP investigations see UEFA announce ‘settlements’ with both Paris Saint-Germain and Manchester City that ultimately result in €20 million fines.




	2015:
	March
	Saudi Arabia leads a coalition involving UAE in the Yemeni civil war, mere weeks after Mohammed bin Salman is put in charge of the military.




	2015:
	May
	Swiss police arrest seven FIFA officials staying in the Baur au Lac hotel at the behest of American authorities, following a corruption investigation; Blatter is still re-elected president before standing down days later, amid more reports of bribery within FIFA.




	
	September
	Swiss prosecutors find a 2 million franc payment from FIFA to UEFA president Michel Platini in 2011, first agreed in 1998, eventually forcing his resignation; Football Leaks website is created.




	2016:
	February
	Gianni Infantino is elected FIFA president.




	
	April
	Saudi Arabia ‘Vision 2030’ launched.




	
	May
	Leicester City win the Premier League.




	
	August
	The ECA use a vacuum at UEFA to agree Champions League ‘royalties’, where more money would be distributed to clubs based on appearances over 10 years.




	
	September
	Aleksander Čeferin is elected UEFA president.




	2017:
	June
	Gulf blockade starts; Mohammed bin Salman is appointed Crown Prince of Saudi Arabia.




	
	August
	Paris Saint-Germain sign Neymar for a world-record €222 million, paying his release clause at Barcelona.




	2018:
	April
	Infantino begins plans for an expanded Club World Cup.




	
	June
	The World Cup starts in Russia, Infantino is sat with Mohammed bin Salman and Vladimir Putin at the opening game; PSG escape serious sanction from a second FFP investigation on a technicality; USA wins bid to host the 2026 World Cup.




	2018:
	July
	Elliott Management buy AC Milan.




	
	October
	Journalist and Saudi dissident Jamal Khashoggi is killed.




	
	November
	Football Leaks releases a series of emails from Manchester City that result in investigations into the club by UEFA and the Premier League over potential breaches of financial regulations.




	2019:
	August
	Bury are expelled from the English Football League after 125 years due to financial collapse.




	2020:
	February
	UEFA announce a two-year Champions League ban and €30 million fine for Manchester City for ‘serious breaches’ of FFP regulations.




	
	March
	Covid-19 pandemic brings global shutdown in football for over two months.




	
	April
	Mike Ashley initially agrees a deal to sell Newcastle United to a consortium led by Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF).




	
	July
	The Court of Arbitration for Sport overturn Manchester City’s two-year Champions League ban and reduce fine to €10 million, noting the club did ‘fail to cooperate’.




	2021:
	January
	Gulf blockade ends.




	
	April
	
European Super League launches and fails in the space of three days; PSG chairman Nasser Al-Khelaifi president elected chairman of ECA.




	
	August
	Private equity firm CVC acquires a minority stake in La Liga; financial regulations and Barcelona’s debt force Lionel Messi out of the club, as he agrees to join PSG.




	
	October
	PIF complete purchase of 80 per cent of Newcastle United as part of an ownership consortium.




	2022:
	February
	Russia invades Ukraine, seeing Roman Abramovich sanctioned by the UK government and therefore forced to sell Chelsea. Russian teams are also banned from UEFA competition, with the national team also banned from the World Cup.




	
	May
	Clearlake Capital become majority owner of Chelsea.




	
	November
	Qatar World Cup starts.




	
	December
	Cristiano Ronaldo signs for Al-Nassr in Riyadh, which is followed in June 2023 by the Saudi Pro League announcing PIF have taken over the club and three others as part of a national project to make it one of the best leagues in the world.




	2023:
	February
	Manchester City charged by the Premier League with over 100 breaches of Financial Fair Play rules, after a four-year investigation.




	
	October
	FIFA announce that the centenary 2030 World Cup will open with three games in South America, before moving to Morocco-Portugal-Spain, leaving the way clear for Saudi Arabia to host the 2034 World Cup.




	
	December
	Sir Jim Ratcliffe completes purchase of a minority stake in Manchester United, having seen off Qatari Sheikh Jassim’s attempt at a full takeover; European Court of Justice ruling on Super League case calls for review of UEFA and FIFA procedures and governance.




	2024:
	June
	Kylian Mbappé joins Real Madrid.




	
	September
	Champions League expands again, with 36 teams in the new ‘Swiss system’.










INTRODUCTION


It was a moment that Lionel Messi had imagined all his life, but he probably didn’t picture it quite like this. As the Argentinian great waited to finally lift the World Cup, it had already been proclaimed as one of the most uplifting sporting storylines, alongside Muhammad Ali reclaiming the heavyweight title in 1974. The scene from the podium in Qatar’s Lusail Stadium, however, suddenly raised eyebrows. With every previous World Cup trophy lift, the winning captain was in only their national colours, creating an image that becomes immortal for both their country and the game. This time, both the Argentina crest and the famous blue and white stripes were obscured. Messi had been adorned with a bisht, an honourable Arabic garment that would usually be a beautiful gesture. It was here impossible to separate from the fact it had been draped on Messi’s shoulders by the Emir of Qatar. The state’s autocratic ruler ensured the hosts intruded upon this moment of football history. The bisht may be entirely innocent but the bestowing of it was not. Lusail was now part of football lore, the Emir’s gift front and centre, warmly associated with Messi’s ascendance in the way Mexico’s Azteca Stadium was with Pelé and Diego Maradona. This was despite the immense human cost of building the stadium and everything around it. That is influence that no amount of diplomacy or political force can secure. That the moment followed 40 minutes of the most spectacular sporting theatre, maybe even a perfect period of football, only deepened the power of it all. This would be talked about for ever.


Messi, understandably, didn’t care. He was only looking at this dazzling gold trophy, the pinnacle of the sport. There couldn’t have been a better metaphor for modern football. It is exactly why everyone else should care. An otherwise stirring moment had been captured and compromised by greater forces, like the game as a whole. It is now hard to watch a lot of elite football without being conscious that it is drastically changing in front of our eyes, while the very people the so-called ‘people’s game’ is for are unable to do much about it. Football itself struggles to properly apply its own regulations, on the occasions it actually tries to. Instead, the game is increasingly used for questionable purposes, and primarily dominated by questionable forces. The general description for this is ‘sportswashing’, a phrase that has lamentably become part of football’s language. Messi’s World Cup lift was as basic an illustration as you can have.


As with the phrase itself, though, there is so much more going on than just image. Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates (UAE), who had led a blockade of Qatar between 2017 and 2021, were looking on enviously while sharpening their own plans. Meanwhile, Russia had been excluded from this World Cup for the invasion of Ukraine, having used their own hosting of 2018 as part of a national project similar to the 1936 Summer Olympics in Berlin. That conflict only emboldened Qatar, given how newly dependent the planet had become on the state’s natural gas, sustaining a capitalist system that was in turn looking so hungrily at all the emotion that football creates. More than image, then, this was really about projection, security, hard power and the history of fossil fuels. It is all of the most serious issues on the planet, with football just another cultural good to be carelessly misused along the way.


That has so far left a game where: Abu Dhabi’s Manchester City have won more trophies and games across seven years than any other English team in history; Qatar’s Paris Saint-Germain have rendered the French league a joke and the global party of the World Cup has been held in countries where minorities fear to go and migrant workers have been abused in its staging. The sport’s economy has meanwhile been upended, with state influence in every corner, and capitalist enterprises picking off everything in between.


None of this is what football is actually for. It doesn’t actually exist to make a profit. It is still at its heart a mere game that is played to represent communities, not autocratic rulers. That is why an analysis of where the sport is, and an articulation of what sportswashing is, has never been more necessary. It is all the more surprising that there has never been a public discussion over states owning clubs, even in government discussions over the welfare of the sport. We are talking about the future of our game, but also how it is cynically used to change our world. What immediately becomes apparent when trying to untangle this, however, is that you can’t talk about sportswashing without talking about where the game actually was and multiple other influences. The story of modern football is how it has been transformed and distorted by three main forces. One is geopolitics, with much of that emanating from a specific regional rivalry in the Gulf. Another is a distinctly Western hyper-capitalism, both from within football and outside. The third is a willing facilitation of all this by football’s authorities, due to power structures that are not equipped to deal with any of it.


The story isn’t, at its core, sportswashing. It is the extreme economic politicisation of football, where the sport has become a terrain for geopolitical positioning, that it should really have been protected from. The opposite happened. It has become a pawn for greater interests. Capitalist forces are trying to make as much money as possible out of football. Geopolitical powers are looking to put as much money as possible into it, in order to take over football’s infrastructure. Many within that are only invested in their own interests, rather than the idea of protecting the game as a whole. This dynamic explains everything about modern football.


Since so much of this is about how wider political frameworks are imposed on sport, it is little surprise the cycle started when neoliberalism took hold of the planet in the 1980s.1 Football has simply taken this to extremes that not even Ronald Reagan or Margaret Thatcher could have imagined, a reality which represents considerable irony given the latter’s derisive attitude to the sport. The game’s embrace of this creed saw it quickly grow to ‘the single most popular activity that’s ever been known by humanity’, in the words of historian Tom Holland.2 This was propelled through crucial moments like the Bosman ruling, as well as former Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi’s idea of the ‘television spectacular’, ultimately given form by the founding of the Champions League and Premier League. The evolution of the internet then helped this race around the planet, to create a distinctive strand of super clubs whose immense global popularity brought a social capital attractive to autocracies. The game became so huge that its top end narrowed, to the point it was easily taken over, and entangled by geopolitical developments.


Gulf states looking to their own post-fossil fuel futures saw the sport as an asset, as well as an arena for their own regional rivalries, while registering how Roman Abramovich’s 2003 purchase of Chelsea opened a new world. Ownership of clubs formed an important step in what was almost a playbook for sportswashing strategies, to go with the more classic approach of hosting tournaments. The controversial winning bids for the 2018 and 2022 World Cups are still described as forming the most influential moments in modern football, indeed reshaping the game and arguably the world. Qatar’s victorious campaign was a direct factor in the Gulf blockade, where football became further collateral in a cold war. That directly led to Neymar’s world-record transfer from Barcelona to PSG, which overturned the game’s economy.


American commercial interest in football from the 1994 World Cup had meanwhile attuned the FBI to the clientelistic culture that led to the 2018 and 2022 campaigns, resulting in an overhaul of FIFA and UEFA that allowed the major clubs an even greater land grab. A direct consequence was the Super League, led by US-owned Manchester United and Liverpool, and driven by established powers like Real Madrid and Barcelona, desperately looking to secure the distorted world they had created. Camp Nou is the starting point for a line that runs through all of this. In 2008, Pep Guardiola created a team that offered such a perfect vision of football that every autocracy wanted to appropriate it. This wasn’t just influence. It was global adulation. By 2024, Guardiola and most of Barcelona’s key figures had worked under state ownerships, while the crisis-racked Catalan club were being investigated for accusations of payments to a former referee. That was one of a number of similar cases that threatened the very legitimacy of football, the most prominent of which was the investigation into Manchester City for 100-plus alleged breaches of Premier League financial rules. It all furthered the argument that the game couldn’t govern itself. These fault lines were all growing until the Covid-19 pandemic widened them to cataclysmic levels. Much of the game began to plummet into the gaps, leaving the wealthiest to stand even stronger, visible in the paired peaks of the 2022 World Cup and the Premier League. Both represented logical conclusions of where football was going, in its two different levels of international and club.


Qatar 2022, held for the planet’s wealthiest people but only made possible by the poorest, was an immoral tournament that merely took the game’s carbon-fuelled capitalism to an extreme. The very staging of football caused human suffering, showing how it was being used at any cost. Saudi Arabia saw that and wanted their own. The Premier League had meanwhile become a super league, cannibalising the rest of the sport, before eventually distilling many of modern football’s problems. This was the corrosive model of concentration that football had insisted upon, driven by a demented wage race.


Absolutely every metric shows the sport across Europe is more predictable than 30, 20 or even 10 years ago. Somehow, a world where the vast majority of teams can’t compete has been normalised, along with state ownership. Many clubs are simply surviving. It again just mirrors the wider world, where globalisation has created billionaires at a faster pace than ever before. Football’s apparent solution has been to invite even more billionaires in. This has all changed the DNA of the sport, and its culture. Many fans are priced out. Others just congregate around super clubs. Teams owned by autocratic states dominate, and a primary response has been applause. This has furthered the devolution of old fan rivalries into online slanging matches about finance and Gulf politics, in a way the game shouldn’t even be touched by. It said much when human rights activist Iyad el-Baghdadi was talking about Gulf politics only to stop himself. ‘It’s crazy in twenty-first-century soccer that we’re discussing tribal dynamics in the Middle East.’ This is what runs a lot of football, as well as large sections of the global fossil fuel economy. Events of huge scale can come down to personal pettiness. So much of football is now being played in the name of autocracies. What are some of these regulatory cases, after all, but a product of the inevitable tension between the attempt to ensure a system of rules, and state actors whose entire thinking is they set the rules? Throw immense money and capitalist interests into this and you have far more than a mere sport can handle.


While football has never been completely clean, the last decade has witnessed more game-rocking controversies of a greater scale than the sport has arguably ever seen. The game’s embrace of a world larger than its own has at the same time left it profoundly susceptible to global events, most visible in Abramovich’s sanctioning after the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Given how football was used to facilitate Russia’s geopolitical aims through the 2018 World Cup, the game should not be spared criticism for the real-world effects of all this. They are most visible in the empty spaces left by migrant workers in Qatar and other autocracies, the number of dead left disgracefully uncounted. That should be reflected in every trophy lifted.


All that makes it more important to remember why football actually matters, since that is what is being exploited. It is a beautiful game, right down to its very spirit. Other than just running or jumping, it is the one sport any child can play, only requiring something resembling a ball. ‘That is why football is so popular,’ Arsène Wenger says. That simplicity sets a universality that brings people together, be it one-on-one or thirty-five-a-side, right up to gatherings to watch games. The feeling of expression in kicking the ball fosters a connection when watching teams compete, especially when they represent your community. As well as a game anyone can play, it features matches anyone can win. The preciousness of a goal has ensured football is just low-scoring enough to strike the perfect balance between satisfying reward for performance and the right amount of surprises. That has translated into wider results for the majority of the game’s history, so there have been spells where Bayern Munich’s league titles have been punctuated by Kaiserslautern; where Cameroon can beat Argentina. Such vitality and variety has only added to the joy of the sport. It is not just about emotional investment but a sense of wonder at the colour of it all. Geography could be learnt through football. That will be familiar to anyone who has flicked through Subbuteo’s different kits or the exotic names supplied by the board game’s scoreboard. There’s a Proustian element of nostalgia to all this, but that’s what football should be about, nurturing a childlike enthusiasm that fills life with excitement. That sense of discovery is the spirit that invigorated the FA Cup, European football and the World Cup itself. It’s what actually made football popular in the first place.


This is also what the embrace of neoliberalism, and capture by geopolitics, is directly eroding. It is for all the same reasons that the game is so good that it can be used for such bad. ‘The biggest problem is that football is attractive to some of the worst people in the world, whether it is authoritarian regimes, private equity or toxic investors,’ says Ronan Evain of Football Supporters Europe. ‘Football is high on money. It’s the illusion that there will be this perpetual growth, that there are no limits. It’s an unsustainable model.’


And it is beginning to come to its limits. The game is at a point where those fault lines are now causing real tremors, and a huge discussion about what happens next is needed. It is not without some irony that conversation, despite a book like this extolling the variety of global football, must primarily focus on the elite end of the men’s game. That is because it is there where all these forces come together and spread out from. They include hard geopolitics; a very acute family rivalry; the rise and fall of great clubs and leagues; classic sporting corruption; the failure of sporting authorities; human rights abuses; fan mobilisation and political populism; the future of oil and late-stage capitalism. All of this characterised by the most sensationalist and salacious details that make football seem like a soap opera, but serve to obscure how serious much of this can be. Few could have pictured the game becoming like this, but it has never been more important to understand why.






1.


How Football Was Ripe for Takeover


Even by Florentino Pérez’s standards, this was remarkable self-interest. It was the 2020–21 UEFA Champions League quarter-final, and the Real Madrid president had a sense of urgency as he prepared to meet his counterparts at Liverpool. The two clubs were opponents for this tie but also partners in the European Super League project, which was at that point only days from launch. The grand plan was for the wealthiest clubs to break away from the Champions League, and Pérez was eager to tell the world. He wanted to bring the announcement forward to the Thursday after the Real Madrid–Liverpool second leg. The problem was that date happened to be 15 April, so Liverpool were completely unwilling to launch. Pérez couldn’t understand why not. It was diplomatically explained to him that this was the anniversary of the Hillsborough disaster, a solemn day when Liverpool remembered the 97 supporters who lost their lives in a crush at a 1989 FA Cup match.


Pérez accepted that, but was still a bit bemused that there was such concern over ‘something that happened 30 years ago’. Those who remember the exchanges don’t see it as Pérez being intentionally disrespectful. It was more that he can never see past what matters to Real Madrid, and never accepts anything that isn’t guaranteed to keep the Spanish club at the top of the football pyramid. Rival executives even got used to a familiar Pérez refrain from meetings.


‘Y así es,’ the Real Madrid president would say, totally sure of his stance on anything as if it was a self-evident truth. That’s how it is. That’s how it has been for most of modern football history, at least. The great white sharks like Real Madrid and Barcelona got their way, with everything flowing down from there. Except, as Norwegian Football Federation president Lise Klaveness puts it, the game is in ‘a time of unique change’. That resistance to regulation has created a world that is now moving beyond the control of Pérez and the European industrialists that defined half a century of European football. It was why Silvio Berlusconi got out, selling AC Milan in 2017.


Football’s greed has caused the game to grow to a size where, as long forewarned, it is finally ‘eating itself’. An increasing predictability is undeniable.1 This comes from the apparent paradox that the game is at a point of unprecedented global popularity, but that popularity – and, consequently, money – is concentrated among a decreasing number of so-called ‘super clubs’. A mere 12 clubs are responsible for a quarter of the total European football economy, at around €7 billion of €29 billion.2


Similar contradictions have been the engines driving the game to this point, where its universal human purity is now being exploited by the most questionable interests. The deepest of these contradictions is at the core of the sport. It is competition that is dependent on collaboration. Only one team can win but the value of winning comes from having many teams to play against. All of this fits into another unreconciled tension, which is how football is a community-based game that has also become big business.


Former Football Association chief executive Mark Palios argues that impetus between clubs adds further edge. ‘If you’re in business, the aim is to kill off the competition. In sport, it is to keep reinventing competition every season.’ One of the most corrosive problems in football is that too many of the most influential voices lean towards the former. For all that other clubs complain about Pérez, most echo his attitude. As far back as 2016, one of the Premier League executives involved in the Super League came out with the following at a private dinner. ‘We don’t want too many Leicester Cities,’ the official said, referencing the club’s 2015–16 Premier League title victory, considered one of sport’s most romantic stories. ‘Football history suggests fans like big teams winning. A certain amount of unpredictability is good, but a more democratic league would be bad for business.’


That executive need not have worried. The Premier League’s wealthiest clubs – known for years as ‘the big six’ – had already ensured that the famous 4,000-1 odds against Leicester’s sensational victory have only lengthened since. Virtually every major governance decision over 40 years has further eroded that essential, but delicate, quality that is competitive balance. It’s a key phrase, that basically means how likely it is any club can beat any other club, or win a trophy. Football is sold on this unpredictability, but instead got itself into a paradoxical situation where income matters more. It’s now gone way beyond that, too. Modern football represents extreme economic neoliberalism distilled into sporting form. It sucks up money from everywhere but then redistributes it as narrowly as possible. No club with a revenue of less than €460 million has won the Champions League since 2013, and there aren’t many with a greater revenue.


If the will is to bring everything back to business, one of football’s foremost economists offers a succinct but concerning summation of where the game is. The University of Liverpool’s David Forrest uses the common football obsession of American sport, with its draft picks and closed leagues, as a contrasting example. ‘All discussion ultimately comes down to the prisoner’s dilemma,’ he says, pointing to a thought experiment from game theory where a non-cooperative attitude pays off. ‘In America, they’ve overcome the prisoner’s dilemma, because there has been collusion between all of the owners to set up arrangements which prevent them from taking individually beneficial decisions. Whereas in Europe, it’s not quite mutually assured destruction, but …’ it’s as close to it as you can get. That language, so grimly linked to the Cold War, is apt, given how people within football talk about all of this. When one federation employee privately spoke about rule-bending, and how negotiations between clubs always descend into private whataboutery that are followed by public omertà, it was likened to a ‘stand-off … but with nuclear weapons’. The most common description of all is an ‘arms race’. It is an increasingly reckless one, with the weapons being ruinous squad wages. The flood of TV broadcasting money has caused clubs to offer more and more money to players, eventually blowing even the biggest names out of the water. There are cautionary tales about how distinguished institutions like Rangers, Everton and AC Milan were at the forefront of the grandest changes in football, only to fall victim to the Frankenstein’s monsters they helped build. Many current super clubs may yet face the same fate, let alone hundreds of community institutions around the world.


This wage race has been another engine just ploughing through football. It’s all the worse since UEFA’s internal stance is that wages are not ‘investment’ but consumption, distorting the system and forcing everyone to overpay. Those same authorities should be protecting football from this, but another driving factor has been increasing deregulation. ‘A lack of understanding is endemic in this industry,’ one major club executive complains.


Part of the problem is that the major governing bodies have become ‘competitors’, as they organise highly lucrative events while notionally regulating the game. UEFA found itself in charge of club competitions almost by accident in the 1950s, when French newspaper L’Équipe came up with the concept of the European Cup – the Champions League’s predecessor – and FIFA simply suggested the continental body organise it. This very idea came from another driving factor: pride. There was irritation that English newspapers were declaring Wolves the best team in Europe after beating Honvèd, a brilliant Hungarian club then on tour. That happenstance of history has further riled figures like Pérez, who feel the clubs should run all this themselves. He was once heard dismissing UEFA president Aleksander Čeferin as ‘just some lawyer on €2 million a year’. Clubs now need a wage bill of £300 million to even compete. A constant sophism in football is that it has always been like this, and the big clubs have always won, but there are mountains of evidence to suggest otherwise. The reality is that the game has been a working illustration of the ‘boiling frog’ apologue. Incremental changes have gradually caused profound transformation without people realising. This is how it becomes normal for so many teams not to win, but it is something new. Between 1958 and 1977, the English title was never defended and 11 different clubs won it. By contrast, Manchester City were recently in the most intense period of dominance ever seen, following long dynasties by Manchester United and Liverpool. They are three of only seven clubs to have won the Premier League in 31 years. Until 2012, no German club had ever won more than three titles in a row, amid a huge variety of champions. Bayern Munich have since won 11 leagues in a row. In Spain, the millennium began with Deportivo La Coruña and Valencia sharing the title. Since 2004, there have only been two seasons when Real Madrid and Barcelona haven’t won the league, and they were claimed by Atlético Madrid. One of the Super League clubs, Atlético are who counts as an ‘underdog’ these days.


It is like this across Europe, where half of the continent’s domestic leagues have seen periods of historically unprecedented dominance in the last decade alone. Many of them have become uncompetitive one-team leagues. A huge cause of this is prize money from the Champions League, which stands atop the pyramid as the greatest illustration of the issue. It is no coincidence that 11 of Europe’s 13 longest domestic winning streaks have overlapped with the competition’s existence since 1992.


14 – Skonto Riga, Latvia, 1991–2004


14 – Lincoln Red Imps, Gibraltar, 2003–16


13 – Rosenborg, Norway, 1992–2004


13 – BATE Borisov, Belarus, 2006–18


13 – Ludogorets Razgrad, Bulgaria, 2012–present


11 – Dinamo Zagreb, Croatia, 2006–16


11 – Bayern Munich, Germany, 2013–23


10 – Red Bull Salzburg, Austria, 2014–present


10 – Sheriff Tiraspol, Moldova, 2001–10


10 – Pyunik, Armenia, 2001–10


10 – Dinamo Tbilisi, Georgia, 1990–99


10 – BFC Dynamo, East Germany, 1979–88


10 – MTK Budapest, Hungary, 1914–25


The 37 years of the old European Cup had 19 winners from nine different countries, with four new champions in its final six years: Yugoslavia’s Red Star Belgrade, Romania’s Steaua Bucharest, Portugal’s FC Porto and the Netherlands’ PSV Eindhoven. Scotland’s Celtic had won it in 1967. That was a far truer reflection of what a continental competition was supposed to be about. Since 2004, no club from outside the five major leagues has reached the final. France, who didn’t even win the original European Cup, have only had one representative and that was a club owned by Qatar. England and Spain have otherwise occupied 27 of the 40 final places, with their clubs winning 16 of the last 20 finals.


The greatest of trophies has itself become a great symbol of neoliberalism. Leicester’s Premier League title has meanwhile been held up as an illustration of football’s joyous unpredictability, but it is that rarity that is so concerning. It is only very recently that it’s been this astounding for a club outside the elite to win a title. Worse, La Liga president Javier Tebas argues that 2016 ‘was when the industry was not as financially polarised as it is now’. None of this is to romanticise the past as perfect. Football has always been ‘dirty’, in the words of many involved. Rather than paying players almost all the money it had, the game used to exploit them. Corruption has been rife. But, as one long-serving figure now regularly says, ‘the main moral concern used to be a few bungs’.


That was accompanied by regulation that at least recognised the community role of the game and encouraged competitive balance. All of Spain’s clubs used to be member-owned. For almost a century, English football was shaped by Rule 34 in the FA handbook, which was introduced in the 1890s to preserve clubs as non-profit community institutions that could not be asset-stripped or exploited. Directors were prohibited from being paid and dividends were restricted. The regulation was almost a resolution of that tension between sport and business from the very start.3 It was meanwhile understood that watchable matches were needed to actually grow the new Football League, which meant games had to be unpredictable. So, to mitigate the potential power of big-city clubs, the competition ruled that a portion of gate receipts be shared with away teams.


It’s a stance that’s almost remarkable to consider now. At the very foundation of the game was a measure that would be seen as preposterously revolutionary in 2023, but the decree of a 20 per cent share actually lasted into the 1980s. This prevented clubs like Arsenal and Manchester United winning the number of titles that European counterparts such as Juventus and Real Madrid did. English football had something that went even further than the vaunted American system, but without ever realising it. It was how Burnley and Huddersfield Town won the league.


Far harsher to modern eyes, the draconian maximum wage served as a crude salary cap from 1904, which worked alongside the old retain-and-transfer system to keep the power with clubs rather than players. It was morally wrong to deny workers their agency but had an equalising sporting effect. ‘Buying success’ was close to impossible.


The real world had further influence. Foreign player restrictions across Europe meant clubs couldn’t accumulate talent in the same way, ensuring an invigorating spread around the game and a higher concentration of domestic players within leagues. The Iron Curtain kept the best Eastern European players in their own countries long into their careers, while communist regimes saw investment in football as part of state projects. This was how Dynamo Kyiv could field one of the continent’s best sides long before Andriy Shevchenko’s emergence. Even when football began to be televised, more basic technology meant everyone could only watch their local league. Right into the 1990s, it was impossible to see much more than weekly highlights of clubs like Barcelona, quite a contrast to having them at your fingertips.


That plays into another simple factor. There just wasn’t as much money in football. Gate receipts were still 90 per cent of a club’s income into the 1980s. So, even if there were financial gaps, they couldn’t grow. It allowed much more mobility. Brighton & Hove Albion had two of the highest earners in England during the 1980s in Michael Robinson and Steve Foster. The highest wage bill in the country was meanwhile just three times the size of the top tier’s lowest, a gap that has since grown to seven times the size. There’s a telling story from when England’s wealthiest clubs first started looking to break away from this system and travelled to America’s National Football League (NFL) for research. When the soccer contingent explained why they were seeking to ‘generate more revenue’, there was a cautionary response.


‘If you think you’ve got problems now, wait until you have money,’ an NFL executive said. It should be acknowledged that one of the main reasons all of this changed was because of a root impetus of sport. It’s the same reason players dive, but also what inspires them to the highest level of performance: competitiveness. Sunderland chairman Sir Bob Murray explains it simply. ‘There’s a lot of self-interest because we have to win games.’ For Palios, ‘ambition is the lifeblood of the game’.


That’s also precisely why the sport requires stringent regulation, to protect it from that innate will to push everything to the limit. Ambition has instead been unchecked for 40 years. It is no coincidence regulation within football started to corrode amid the Reaganomics of the early 1980s. Much of this may seem like dry off-field stories but the truth is that it is all easily tracked, with simple translations on the pitch. Every major development since then has been in service of the game’s highly specific form of hypercapitalism. ‘Decisions are made without taking into account what the mid- and long-term effects are,’ Tebas argues. Some of those decisions were even necessary in isolation, and it’s worth stating that football’s explosion did not just happen by accident. Coming together, they transformed the game’s economic infrastructure.


A case in point was England’s first major change. No one could dispute the Professional Footballers’ Association’s successful 1961 challenge of the maximum wage was an entirely justifiable labour right. It was just that the decisions that followed allowed uncontrolled wages to unravel the sport. In the early 1980s, steps were taken to remove the sharing of gate receipts. It was at the same time that England’s old ‘big five’ – Manchester United, Liverpool, Arsenal, Tottenham Hotspur and Everton – started to meet informally. The group felt deepening frustration at football’s resistance to any modernisation, and there was an undeniable argument that the game was no longer served by what were Victorian-era governing structures. An antiquated governance was possibly why there was no resistance to the next big step.


Spurs’ Irving Scholar, having already innovated on advertising, was intent on floating the club on the stock market to improve commercial revenue. Rule 34 prohibited this … so Scholar simply set up a holding company to get around it. The FA never even responded to his letter suggesting such ideas. All of this occurred as the NFL’s $2 billion television deal in 1982 fired imaginations. The big five felt they were due more than the £25,000 that the broadcasting deal at the time afforded their clubs, especially since it was the same figure that those in the Fourth Division received. It wasn’t even as though there was much live football on TV, in what was an underdeveloped industry. State broadcasters like RAI and BBC had minimal competition to show games, meaning there was no incentive to increase the value of broadcasting deals. That was all to be swept away with the whirr of helicopter blades descending into the San Siro stadium. This was how Berlusconi chose to mark his 1986 purchase of AC Milan, as ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ played to add to the spectacle he wanted. ‘I knew people would laugh,’ Berlusconi said, ‘but we needed to show Milan had a new way of thinking’.4


That thinking would show football a new world. It is no exaggeration to describe Berlusconi as one of the most influential figures in football history. A media tycoon who harboured political ambitions and would later become Italian prime minister, he was an archetype for men like Pérez. These were the patriarchal industrialists who shaped the game in the late twentieth century, before states and capitalist funds in the early twenty-first century. Berlusconi was a genuine football fan, who managers like Carlo Ancelotti credited with proper tactical insight. Berlusconi also intuited how the game could complement his ideas on private broadcasting. As a club owner, his most profound effect was integrating all of these ideas into the very infrastructure of the sport.


Technological evolution had fostered encrypted multi-channel satellite television, but the maintenance of this was hugely expensive. New broadcasters required content that people would first pay for and then, crucially, subscribe to. Movies and pornography were beneficial for the first part. It was the emotional connection to football, however, that proved essential to the second.


Berlusconi believed broadcasting rights could propel both his business and the game, creating what would be the industry’s first ‘virtuous cycle’. That phrase would be used again and again, by virtually all of the major clubs. It here meant fans would pay for games, broadcasters would invest more in football, and all of it would become more attractive. These virtuous cycles would have many negative consequences for the wider game, including even for AC Milan, but at that point they offered blockbusting colour TV in a world of grainy images. There was now competition – and ambition – in the industry, as similar models followed. Leo Kirch’s media group in Germany, Canal+ in France and Rupert Murdoch’s Sky in Britain all used football to drive business in the same way. It was precisely this conflict of interest that would cause the UK government to prevent a Murdoch takeover of Manchester United in 1998.


If all of this allowed Berlusconi to become one of football’s most influential figures, a first-round European Cup tie in September 1987 was inadvertently one of the most influential fixtures. It aptly involved Real Madrid, the continent’s most successful club, who were drawn against Napoli, led by the world’s greatest player in Diego Maradona. The two legs were to be among just six appearances for the Argentinian in the European Cup, as Madrid won 3-1 on aggregate. Berlusconi watched on and couldn’t believe a game like this was just being wasted, especially as it meant one of either Northern Ireland’s Linfield or Norway’s Lillestrøm going further in the competition than the Italian champions. ‘The European Cup has become a historical anachronism,’ the Italian mogul said in a landmark interview with World Soccer in 1991. ‘It is economic nonsense that a club such as Milan might be eliminated in the first round. It is not modern thinking.’5 It was, however, the essence of sport: random chance, sudden death, unpredictability. Berlusconi was already seeking to erode much of that. He felt it absurd that the biggest clubs were not regularly meeting in more glamorous matches, believing football should be a ‘television spectacular’ freed from archaic parochial restrictions. London-based consultancy Saatchi & Saatchi were commissioned to come up with a model for a ‘European Television League’ that would replace the European Cup. Satellite television, like Berlusconi’s own Canale 5, could naturally offer the perfect home for this. This whole idea represented the game’s core ambition given full form, and it would shape football’s future. The threat of it exerted a gravitational force on the sport. Everything that has happened since, from every reform to every distribution change, was all based on the 30-year threat of a Super League.


Crucially, Berlusconi was not alone. Rangers were just as aggravated as Berlusconi at big-spending clubs going out early. The 1980s alone saw them eliminated in the first round of all three continental competitions at the time. Rangers found they couldn’t properly budget under such unpredictability, especially as they bought expensive English signings such as Terry Butcher and Trevor Francis. So, club general secretary Campbell Ogilvie drew up plans to present to UEFA that would bring more guaranteed matches in the form of group stages. It quickly gained support from other clubs, adding to the pressure from Berlusconi. England’s ‘Big Five’ were meanwhile arriving at a similar conclusion as the AC Milan owner. They were pushing for a breakaway from the Football League.


All of these forces started to combine, and in some cases with events of far greater importance. As Victorian governing bodies oversaw Edwardian architecture, all amid the economic disparity of the 1980s, a series of tragedies occurred that seemed to symbolise how the infrastructure of the sport was crumbling. In 1985, 55 fans died in the Bradford City stadium fire. Just over two weeks later, in the European Cup final itself, 39 people – mostly Juventus supporters – died when a wall collapsed at the decrepit Heysel Stadium after a breach by Liverpool fans. Grave discussions in the aftermath only increased the impetus for change.


Modernisation would soon be imposed upon the game, although only after the most serious failure of all. On 15 April 1989, ‘grossly negligent failures by police and ambulance services’ led to a crush at Hillsborough that saw 97 innocent Liverpool supporters lose their lives.6 The report on the tragedy by Lord Justice Taylor called for widespread reform of British football, especially as regards the quality and safety of stadiums. UEFA meanwhile overhauled their requirements for staging games. The order for all-seater stadiums required significant investment, which made arguments for changes to the football economy even more persuasive. England’s ‘Big Five’ could now claim their ‘Premier League’ idea was a necessity.7 It was typical of the era. A social pursuit had been neglected to the point it needed profound reform, but that reform was co-opted by the most capitalistic interests.


It is why 1992 is one of those watersheds in history, a definitive point where the sporting element of football ceded majority space to the business side. That would be taken to extremes, escalating with every successive broadcasting deal for the new competitions created that year: the Champions League and Premier League. The first television contract was what really marked out the English breakaway. The initial £214 million deal with Sky was almost a five-fold increase on the previous £44 million Football League agreement, with a further £90 million coming from overseas deals and sponsorship. Even more enticingly for the 22 clubs, most of the earnings would be going to them, compared to just 75 per cent before.


What remains remarkable is the lack of resistance. Any breakaway actually needed permission from the FA to operate within the English football pyramid, so the governing body had considerable leverage to ask for all kinds of conditions. If the FA had said ‘No’, the Premier League could not have happened. Instead, as with the evasion of Rule 34, it was just waved through. Self-interest of a different kind dictated their response. The FA was at war with the Football League, in one of those bitter grudges that now looks like a relic. The Premier League was sanctioned as ‘a way of putting the knife’ into the Football League.8 These were the words of later FA chairman Greg Dyke, who was scathing about his predecessors.


‘As I’m just finding out, the biggest fuck-up in the world was the FA didn’t ask for anything,’ Dyke complained on taking the job. ‘But the trouble was that Bert Millichip and Graham Kelly were not the brightest blokes …’ The concession was that the new competition would be called the ‘FA Premier League’, but the first part was left off the Founder Members Agreement until Kelly, then chief executive of the governing body, put it in by hand.9 Kelly would later admit they were ‘guilty of a tremendous lack of vision’.10 It could be an epitaph for football regulation.


UEFA’s more technocratic leadership of Lennart Johansson and Gerhard Aigner at least sought to initially incorporate a more responsible Nordic economic policy into the new Champions League. Ogilvie’s plan, in the words of Saatchi & Saatchi’s Alex Fynn, ‘offered a more practical solution’ to Berlusconi’s ‘political threats’. For the 1991–92 season, UEFA adopted one of the Rangers secretary’s secondary proposals, which was knock-outs leading up to two groups of four. It wasn’t until 1992–93 that the European Cup actually became the Champions League, as UEFA took some of Berlusconi’s idea for a television spectacular. TEAM Marketing AG were mandated to come up with glossy branding, devising the Starball logo and stirring anthem, based on George Frideric Handel’s ‘Zadok the Priest’. The classical theme suitably captured the gravitas of the old European Cup. Berlusconi’s Fininvest then duly won the broadcasting rights for Italy, beating the state broadcaster RAI.


It was still unmistakably symbolic how the Champions League’s first ever winners, an immensely talented Olympique Marseille, were almost instantly punished for match-fixing in Ligue 1. Owner Bernard Tapie, yet another business magnate with political ambitions, was described by a former parliamentary aide as ‘a person who knows no limits – he would do anything to get to the top’.11 Desperate to beat Berlusconi’s AC Milan in the Champions League final, Marseille had arranged for payments to Valenciennes players to go easier in a crucial league match the weekend before. The club were eventually relegated from Ligue 1 but, in a typical UEFA fudge, were banned from the 1993–94 Champions League without being stripped of the title. Paris Saint-Germain were offered the place but declined because their owners, Canal+, didn’t want to aggravate the many Marseille fans among their subscribers. None of it did any damage to the Champions League brand. When AC Milan were back for a third consecutive final in 1995, the overall viewer numbers for the competition had risen to 3.64 billion, up 61 per cent from the previous season.12 Berlusconi was beaming, at least before a young Ajax beat them in that final. The glossy new products were proving increasingly attractive.


By 1996, Sky’s deal with the Premier League went up to £670 million. By 2000, it was £1.1 billion. The increased exposure was in turn proving more attractive to commercial interests. Manchester United, having followed Spurs into the stock exchange, were the first to really capitalise on this by bringing all merchandising in-house. Their commercial revenue went up 180 per cent between 1993 and 1994, and total turnover by 1998 was more than Arsenal and Liverpool combined.13 By then, United were worth even more than the New York Yankees, and consistently topping the newly commissioned Deloitte Football Money League.14


Almost as ubiquitous as the club’s badge were UEFA’s sponsors like Mastercard and Continental. The European body had adopted the FIFA model of centralised TV deals and exclusive contracts with blue-chip companies. The income ensured the Champions League structure changed again in 1994, so the first round proper was four groups of four, before another expansion in 1997. The latter was a landmark moment, as second-placed clubs from highest-ranking leagues were allowed in for the first time. It went against the competition’s very name but, again, the brand wasn’t affected. The Champions League only became more lucrative, beginning the process of hardwiring inequality into the European football structure. The 50 per cent of prize money that went to the wider game began to be reduced with every cycle of broadcast negotiations, as the threat of the Super League always provided the leverage. More money went towards mere participation, reinforcing the position of clubs who regularly qualified.


The decision for the biggest show in sport to be held in the home of all of these commercial issues couldn’t have been more timely. The first FIFA World Cup in the United States, in 1994, is now seen as an under-appreciated influence in overwhelmingly changing the game. It was just the effects weren’t felt for around a decade. For all the everyday power of the club game, it is still the World Cup that primarily shapes football’s economic cycles because of the immense focus on the hosts and mega broadcasting contracts. USA 94, along with Qatar 2022, shaped so much more. FIFA’s stated goal when the tournament was awarded was for football to ‘grow in a very big way’.15 That can now be witnessed. The biggest market on the planet directly saw how the rest of the world was obsessed with stars at big European clubs, like Juventus’s Roberto Baggio or Barcelona’s Romário. AC Milan duly supplied many of the Italy team beaten in the final by Brazil.


Berlusconi’s home country, invigorated by its own World Cup in 1990, was appropriately enjoying the benefits of all this the most. Serie A was far and away the planet’s dominant domestic league. It was enriched by both the country’s national and football cultures, as well as the moguls and industrial families that defined the era. Berlusconi led a group that included steel magnate Massimo Moratti at city rivals Inter Milan, as well as Fiat’s Agnelli family at Juventus. Even previously modest clubs were fielding the most glamorous teams. At Parma, the wages of stars such as Gianluigi Buffon and Hernán Crespo were driven by the income from the Tanzi family’s Parmalat food company. Such financial superiority ensured an Italian club featured in 9 out of 10 European Cup or Champions League finals from 1988–89 to 1997–98. The spending reached such a level that, when AC Milan broke the world transfer record for Torino’s Gianluigi Lentini, Pope John Paul II called the £12 million fee an ‘offence against the dignity of work’.16 It’s hard to decide what was more quaint, the price or the fact this was an era when Italian clubs could only field three foreign players. The famous AC Milan side fired by the Netherlands’ Ruud Gullit, Marco van Basten and Frank Rijkaard is far less cosmopolitan than today’s AFC Bournemouth team.


Although many countries had their own restrictions on foreign players, UEFA had sufficient concerns about such transfers diluting the game that they struck their own agreement with the European Commission in 1991.17 This was the famous three-plus-two rule, where clubs in continental competition could only field three foreign players, but also two ‘assimilated’ that had been in a country for five years. Their implementation was brief, due to a development that had been a long time coming. The last columns of the old transfer system were demolished by European law. In 1990, Jean-Marc Bosman’s contract with RFC Liège expired, but the Belgian club were still legally entitled to demand a transfer fee. The midfielder’s preferred club of Dunkerque refused to meet the asking price, so RFC simply refused to release him, as his wages were cut by 70 per cent since he was no longer considered for the first team. Bosman suffered three years of frustration before his case was finally brought before the European Court of Justice in October 1993, where he sued for restraint of trade against his club, the Belgian Football Association and UEFA.


Judging the case from the perspective of labour rights, the court had no choice but to rule in the player’s favour. Judging from the perspective of sporting regulation, though, it was a classic case of unintended consequences. Football’s failure to adapt had a ruinous effect on competitive balance. The so-called ‘Bosman ruling’ allowed players to move for free within the European Union at the end of their contracts, but also ensured UEFA had no choice but to remove foreign player restrictions.18 The lament within both European law and sport is that ‘nobody foresaw just how enormous a change would occur’. Rick Parry, the Premier League’s first chief executive, describes it as ‘an absolutely pivotal moment’ in football history. What the Bosman ruling really did was create an almost completely open labour market – more than even international banking – for an industry where all financial safeguards were being eroded, at the exact same time as new floods of money were coming in. The game was only going one way, and was to be swept there at drastic speed. Even by 2024, one high-level UEFA meeting saw UEFA’s most senior figures lament that Bosman ‘made the European space impossible’.


The frustration is that, even by the late 1990s, the financial gaps still weren’t as vast. At the time of the ruling in 1995, after all, Ajax were the European champions. Blackburn Rovers were English champions and Nantes the French champions. Bayern Munich finished sixth in the Bundesliga. Bosman would wedge everything apart. There is an argument that if regulation like UEFA’s highly debated Financial Fair Play (FFP) rules had been brought in around then, it would have been much more beneficial. A competitive balance could have been preserved, as opposed to the financial superiority of a small group of clubs.


As it was, the first high-profile ‘Bosman’ signing was indicative. Edgar Davids moved from Ajax to AC Milan, the very club the Dutch team had beaten in the 1994–95 Champions League final. The midfielder became one of six players from that match who left Ajax within a year. By 1999, no one was left. The asset-stripping would only accelerate for the next club outside the five major leagues to win the Champions League, who would also turn out to be the last. FC Porto lost five players, as well as charismatic manager José Mourinho, in the weeks immediately after their 2003–04 victory over Monaco. A further 6 of the 14 who appeared in the final would leave the following year. The rate of departure had doubled from Ajax, from an average of two years to one.


Bosman had fully released the wage race, with clubs free to spend as much as they could and hoard as many players as they could. The system was now fully geared towards concentration, which further conditioned the rest of the game. ‘It’s that global element at the top that pulls everyone up,’ Palios explains. ‘Without any sort of bridle, that upward drag caused gaps underneath, and those gaps become tank traps.’ Former Spurs chairman Alan Sugar typically had a more colourful description. He offered up his famous ‘prune juice’ analogy to describe how the vast majority of the game’s money went straight out, and into players’ pockets. That consistently amounted to around 60–70 per cent of all revenue across the Champions League era.


It was this dynamic, driven by the base ambition of the game, that necessitated FFP in the first place. Too many clubs were going bankrupt trying to keep up, with too many players outside the elite going unpaid. The 2000–01 Champions League semi-finalists Leeds United and Valencia infamously overextended themselves. Warnings had already come in a 1980s financial crisis that changed the fabric of Spanish football and forced the government to intervene.19 Struggling to pay debts, most clubs were converted from ‘sports associations’ to companies, with only four allowed to remain fan-owned. They were the institutions with deeper regional representation: Osasuna, Athletic Bilbao, Barcelona and Real Madrid. It was to prove another social element that would contribute to commercial branding, especially for the latter two.


The Bosman ruling meanwhile made escalating media rights all the more influential, since money was inevitably attracted to the best players. The domestic markets of clubs like Ajax, Porto and Rangers were no longer big enough. Illustrating a recurring theme in modern football’s history, this was only the world Rangers themselves had wanted. UEFA finally adopted Ogilvie’s first model for the Champions League for the 1999–2000 season, which was a 32-team 8-group structure. The crucial difference was that it now included the top four clubs from the best performing leagues, who would inevitably be the wealthiest clubs. All of this was done under pressure from a new group they had formed in 1998, called the G14, who set out the most concrete plans to break away with a Super League. It was the most explicit threat up to that point, going so far as Media Partners group investigating the possibility of a closed competition.


‘It’s remained on the table since then, even when unsaid,’ relays one official who has been in the room for such negotiations. There were often moments when UEFA employees would privately talk among themselves about how new reforms weren’t good for football, but they knew that if they lost the big clubs it would split the game, while removing money from the rest. That was always the justification for every single decision. It was just another cycle, though. The big clubs argued they brought in the money, but the issue was the economic structures only reinforced their earning power. There was some resistance. When former Manchester United chief executive Peter Kenyon mentioned a Super League idea at one meeting, he was met with an acerbic response from Chelsea’s Ken Bates. ‘Oh Peter, why don’t you piss off out of the Premier League.’20


It was actually outside of the Premier League, despite its eventual unassailable power, that all of these forces were synthesised. Florentino Pérez was to prove Berlusconi’s successor as the game’s most forceful visionary, even if that vision wasn’t beneficial to the game itself. His victory in the 2000 Real Madrid presidential race is another of those historic turning points. That campaign was built on the audacious gambit of promising the voting fans he would sign Luís Figo from Barcelona, or else pay for their annual memberships. As astounding as that pitch was, it was suitably central to a much grander strategy naturally built on spectacle. Pérez even had a branding that almost matched the name of ‘Real Madrid’ itself: los Galácticos. The idea was to move the notion of a team into the stratosphere, illuminated by real stars, which was perfect for a more globalised world.


Pérez first benefited from more local factors. Real Madrid’s training ground was controversially sold to clear the club’s substantial debt,21 followed by constant accusations that similar deals represented illegal state aid.22 ‘The House of Pérez’, in the words of one European official, had been created. The Madrid president was already looking beyond all that. Since Manchester United were at that point a listed company, Pérez pored over their accounts like a manager looking for players.23 What immediately impressed him was how United divided their income into three areas – TV, stadium and commercial – but Pérez felt it wasn’t far enough.24 Sir Alex Ferguson used Manchester United’s success to sign better players in order to win more trophies. Pérez felt the players themselves needed to drive everything, as the stars everyone wanted to watch. This was beyond Berlusconi’s television spectacular. It was the big screen, as Real Madrid began to see themselves in the same mould as movie studios. They were the rivals now.


‘Disney is a content producer, and we’re another content producer,’ Real Madrid marketing executive José Ángel Sánchez said around the time.25 This was why world-record transfer fees were actually part of the branding. Like box-office figures from movie stars, they created the sense this was must-watch. The summer presentations for Galácticos like Zinedine Zidane, Ronaldo and David Beckham became events in themselves. It represented a new virtuous cycle – to a point. Between Figo’s first season in 2000–01 and Beckham’s first in 2003–04, Real Madrid’s income went from €138.2 million to €236 million. By the next year, they were the first club to usurp Manchester United at the top of Deloitte’s Football Money League. That was celebrated almost like a Champions League title. Beckham’s fame was key to this, even if he didn’t have an obvious tactical place in the actual football team.


Much of that was again aided by external forces. A Spanish competition court ruled in 1993 that La Liga would not be permitted to sell their broadcasting rights in the way the new Premier League had, which was as a single entity. That allowed clubs to sell individually, which had the unintended effect of destroying competition rather than serving it. For 14 years, until a European court ruling in 2007, Real Madrid and Barcelona were able to dominate almost all television income in Spain. This at one point amounted to 90 per cent of the total value of rights, which resulted in a duopoly where they regularly claimed over 90 points each.


Pérez might say that’s how it should be. Others describe it as La Liga’s ‘wasted decade’. The internet was meanwhile speeding up and spreading, which led to Pérez talking of how ‘technology works in our favour’.26 By the end of 2005, a Nike advertisement featuring Barcelona’s Ronaldinho became the first YouTube video to reach one million views. The instant reaction was that this would ‘change everything’. It changed the parameters of football. A club’s size used to be restricted by how many fans could get into their stadium, and then the size of the TV market. Now, like with the global transfer market, there were potentially no limits at all.


This was realised by American businessmen who had studiously noted the effect of USA 94. Billionaires like Malcolm Glazer similarly viewed sports clubs as media companies, akin to ‘high-scale marketing’, and they saw immense financial potential in Manchester United. This was especially felt after a period where the revenues of major clubs had already increased by 10 to 25 per cent, ‘far higher than that seen in most industries’, according to Manchester City chief executive Ferran Soriano.27 The Glazers subsequently applied the most reductively capitalist approach possible to purchasing United in 2005. One of European football’s greatest institutions was bought through a purchase as financially cynical as a leveraged buyout. This was an approach that typically spread through the deregulation of the 1980s and involved using a company’s success against it. The Glazers borrowed £525 million of the £790 million needed to buy United, most of it against the club’s future earnings.


It was one other area where a lack of regulation reshaped the game. The Premier League under chief executive Richard Scudamore described itself as ‘ownership-model neutral’. Any investment was seen as good for the brand so long as it came from someone without a criminal conviction, which was basically the only requirement of the notorious ‘fit and proper person’s test’ to buy clubs. There wasn’t enough consideration about what any of this might mean for the future. The Glazers knew exactly what they had, though. Malcolm Glazer’s sons, Avram and Joel, repeatedly described United as ‘the strongest brand name in the sports world’. Another arms race ensued, where all the major clubs chased commercial opportunity around the planet. Real Madrid were at that point benefiting from deals with European brands like Siemens, reflecting how the continent’s biggest financial engine was in Germany. That area’s major power, Bayern Munich, would meanwhile vote to make their football side a limited company in order to form strategic partnerships with a select group of major companies such as Adidas and Audi. The horizons would soon expand.


The Bundesliga’s central broadcasting rights prevented Bayern from negotiating their own TV deals like the Spanish and Italian giants, although it later emerged they received secret bonus payments from Kirch’s company for staying in the system. That system was, in any case, serving them. The Bundesliga has long been lauded for its community focus in the form of the ‘50+1’ rule, where members hold 50 per cent of voting rights plus one more to ensure majority control. In terms of competition, though, this more parochial approach simply couldn’t cope with Bayern’s global dimension. The Champions League was by then being shown in over 200 countries, with UEFA beginning to pay out billions of euros in prize money to competing clubs. From 2003 to 2012, 45 per cent of that money went to just 12 clubs.28


The growth of that group started to cannibalise the rest of the game. The idealised global football pyramid under FIFA instead became a steep spike that dropped dramatically. The League of Ireland offered an early case study for the world. Up until the 1960s, the country’s domestic fixtures had relatively healthy crowd attendances. English highlights show Match of the Day then became available through the BBC, and many Irish fans never looked back. They became known for travelling to clubs like Manchester United and Liverpool, setting a trend that would spread around the globe. This became the new culture of football. Going from Asia through Africa into Europe and even South America, many fans would look to the most glamorous clubs over their local teams. Even in Spain, a 2001 national poll found that Real Madrid were the most popular club in all but three cities.29 They were of course Barcelona and the two Basque cities of Bilbao and San Sebastián.


The Champions League worsened this verticality, and not just through its ubiquity. The prize money created one-team domestic leagues that are ‘disastrous’ for television rights. It got to the point where competitions like the Latvian league had to pay broadcasters to show matches. This was all the more ruinous to the vitality of football since various studies have shown a 90 per cent correlation between wage bill and league position.30 Success, in very direct terms, could now be bought. That became a further accelerator of the wage race. The biggest clubs wanted to spend more money, in turn becoming less inclined to give it away to the rest of the pyramid. UEFA ‘solidarity money’, which was that given out to the thousands of clubs not in European competition, began to be reduced. The attitude was already dismissive. It was as long ago as 1985 that Martin Edwards said ‘smaller clubs … should be put to sleep’.31 Soriano has since relayed the story of how an American sports manager once argued to him that clubs like Barcelona should be seeking to share more money with clubs like Villarreal for the commercial sake of their own matches. ‘While I was listening to him I found it difficult to think about maximising any income of any kind, because all I wanted and cared for was for FC Barcelona to win all the matches, win and always win, independently of the “tournament overall income” or suchlike concepts.’32


The sadness is that the historic growth of the sport was never solely based on the ‘great’ clubs. Vitality used to be one of football’s great virtues. In contrast to super clubs now attracting so many fans, it was the game’s variety that used to dazzle. Many clubs that are no longer considered commercial giants had their time capturing the imagination. You can go even further than Eusebio’s Benfica or Jock Stein’s Celtic. There were periods when everyone wanted a glimpse of AS Saint-Étienne and FC Dinamo Tbilisi, both having been involved in electric continental ties with Liverpool.


Pelé’s Santos, Zico’s Flamengo and Juan Román Riquelme’s Boca Juniors all eviscerated European champions in the old Intercontinental Cup, reflecting South America’s historic status as the stage for football of a quality beyond Europe. These days, their best talent would have long left the continent, most of them before their twenties. South America became an export economy, as it had shrunk to one 10 times smaller than Europe. While the continent’s adoration of the game has preserved a distinctive football culture, it isn’t thriving, since even Argentina’s league is made up of those not good enough to be sold abroad, or veterans returning. One academic study likened the transfer market to the coffee industry, in how wealthy countries earned so much from ‘processing’ the raw materials – in this case, the talent – rather than actually producing it.33


Tebas describes it as ‘an ethical problem’ since ‘little by little, competitiveness is lost’. So much of the Champions League felt predetermined, as the wealthiest clubs built bigger and better squads. It would also bring them to new peaks. Concentration of talent inevitably meant concentration of success. Barcelona’s transcendent 2008–09 treble – which represented the first time a Spanish club won La Liga, the Copa del Rey and Champions League in the same season – also marked the first of a series of similar records at the top of the game. Feats previously considered impossible were now achieved almost every season, sometimes with relative ease. From 2008 to 2024, the five major leagues saw 11 types of trebles, where previously there had been just one. Manchester United’s 1998–99 heroics had been unique. The biggest names were indeed more than just football clubs or ‘entertainment providers’, to use the language their commercial staff did when seeking sponsors through their ‘global reach’. They were ‘super clubs’.


It was that very scale, however, that would quickly usher in another era. It was one these same clubs couldn’t quite control, paradoxically because of the hold they had over the planet. They had a unique social power. Eventual Arsenal owner Stan Kroenke noticed it on a business trip to Hong Kong. ‘I walk up to a newsstand on the waterfront, pick up a magazine, and it’s all about the English Premier League,’ he told Sports Illustrated. ‘Maybe we have something here.’34


An even wealthier but more taciturn individual sensed that something in 2003. The official story has always been that Abramovich had been struck by Real Madrid’s wondrous 3-1 victory over Manchester United in the 2002–03 Champions League quarter-final first leg when watching on television, so wanted to attend the second leg in person. Agent Pini Zahavi was requested to sort it, but soon found himself asked to make inroads into something bigger. Abramovich was so taken by the game, which featured Ronaldo scoring an audacious hat-trick in a 4-3 Manchester United win, that he wanted to buy a football club. That was at least the official story, which also served as the perfect summation of the era in how a glamour occasion between the two biggest super clubs led to greater powers getting involved.


Manchester United were, at that point, not for sale. Real Madrid and Barcelona were ring-fenced by fan ownership. Chelsea, however, were available. They were another club who had financially overextended themselves and needed saving. It has become a matter of debate within football over whether Abramovich’s takeover constituted ‘sportswashing’. What is beyond doubt was that it transformed football, both in terms of ownership and the sport’s relationship with money. Nothing like this had been seen before. The burgeoning Premier League hadn’t previously involved an owner who wasn’t either British or based in Britain, let alone one so remote and mysterious. This was someone of a global scale, with resources of unprecedented depth. It was football’s first great disruption, in how the hundreds of millions of pounds that Abramovich immediately spent came directly from outside the game. Wages and fees were instantly inflated. The financial threshold to compete just got much higher. ‘For the first time,’ Parry argues, ‘there was huge expenditure with little regard for profit or loss.’ Families like Arsenal’s Hill-Woods and Liverpool’s Moores may have been wealthy, in the words of one executive, ‘but they weren’t oligarchs’.


This was what the game had left itself open to, ripe for takeover. Oligarch comes from the Ancient Greek word oligarkhēs, meaning ‘rule by the few’, and is primarily used to describe a class of mega-rich figures who exert immense power through quickly accumulated resources and political connections.35 It is most commonly associated with Russia, since so many rose out of the shrapnel of the Iron Curtain. The supposed new freedoms from the death of communism actually afforded many cynical opportunists the freedom to plunder preposterous wealth from unregulated resources and the sale of former state assets.


That period, symbolised by the fall of the Berlin Wall, was celebrated as the final victory of free-market capitalism and liberal democracy – the same forces that had transformed football in the 1980s. It has by now become a cliche to refer to political scientist Francis Fukuyama at this point, as he declared ‘the end of history’ in how this economic structure would forever shape the future.


Except, in an evolution that would be clearly mirrored by the global game, the inequalities hardwired into that system would quickly bring economic divisions that forced greater fissures. Football had of course embraced this to an even greater degree, adopting this distinctive model of hyper-capitalism. There’s an early line from Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century that could aptly describe the game:


When the rate of return on capital exceeds the rate of growth of output and income, as it did in the nineteenth century and seems quite likely to do again in the twenty-first, capitalism automatically generates arbitrary and unsustainable inequalities that radically undermine the meritocratic values on which democratic societies are based.36


In the wider world, this resulted in the 2008 economic crash. Banks began to collapse and had to be nationalised. The top end of football still stayed relatively robust. The Premier League’s revenues grew by 20 per cent in 2008 and 9 per cent in 2009.37 Even within that, though, individual clubs started to feel the pressure. Takeovers increased, especially from American owners. Various forces were again coalescing.
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