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For Abby and Georgia,
who never got the chance









Author’s note


JOURNALISM, SO THE SAYING GOES, IS A FRONT-ROW SEAT TO history. My grandfather, Denis Warner, was a newspaper man of international acclaim, covering conflicts across the globe; first as a commando in Syria during World War II and later as a war correspondent in the bloody theatres of the Pacific War, Korea, Malaya and Vietnam. The Melbourne Herald’s chairman, Sir Keith Murdoch, dispatched him to Asia in August 1945 with the simple instruction to ‘tell us how it is’. It was a directive that would last a lifetime.


My own career at the same newspaper, which merged with the Sun News-Pictorial in 1990, pales embarrassingly into insignificance, but after a decade covering general news, state rounds, crime and gaming I was offered my own assignment: reporting on the politics of the nation’s biggest sport, the AFL.


I love Australian Rules but the AFL machine I encountered concerned me. The national competition is controlled by a ruthlessly entitled Melbourne-based executive, given close to free rein by a commission that long ago lost its oversight or will to intervene.


A lack of transparency and accountability in decision-making, jobs for the boys, bullying and a string of blatantly compromised ‘integrity’ investigations have become hallmarks of the AFL administration since the rise of Andrew Demetriou and his successor, Gillon McLachlan.


Deals are done and outcomes reached in almost every instance with brand protection (or defence of their own positions) the priorities. That’s how you end up with scandals, cover-ups and farces like the Melbourne tanking affair, the West Coast Eagles illicit drugs crisis, the Essendon doping saga and the Talia brothers leaking case. The seeds of these episodes were not sown by the AFL but they festered and deepened as a result of AFL manipulation aimed at achieving a preferred outcome.


The accumulation of these decisions and behaviours presents a disturbing picture. They are not one-off events but a structured pattern of behaviour.


Nobody says there isn’t a place for deal-making in dispute resolution, but when settlements are reached in legal proceedings the judge doesn’t do the deal, the parties do. In the Essendon saga, the parties did a deal with the judge, jury and executioner. There is no independence or due process in the AFL’s procedures. Worse, decisions are often made out of personal animus, because they can be.


I found that out for myself at the height of the Essendon debacle; first when Demetriou pressured then News Limited boss Kim Williams to sack me or stand me down from reporting on football, and later that same year when the AFL denied me accreditation to the 2013 finals.


I declare this up front, but I’m not on my own. This was standard operating procedure for an organisation that had learnt long before to punish those who questioned its authority.


The administration of the AFL can and should be better.


The purpose of this book is to shine a light on almost two decades of questionable conduct; a system in need of reform. The AFL’s cosy relationships with governments, politicians, regulators and sections of the media must also change.


Many industry figures agreed to talk on the record about their views on the AFL. Some didn’t have issues with the administration’s conduct. Others did. A number of people involved in football also assisted me but declined to be identified, fearing retribution to themselves or their club. That alone speaks volumes. I have chosen to publish some of their comments to give context where appropriate.


To borrow a phrase from Sir Keith, I want to tell it how it is.









Prologue


‘Only when the tide goes out do you discover who’s been swimming naked.’
Warren Buffett


GILLON MCLACHLAN, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER OF THE Australian Football League, weaved his way through the outbound customs and security lines at Melbourne Airport.


He was hard to miss.


Just shy of six foot five with dark foppish hair, McLachlan, the blue blood master deal-maker, was jetting off to Los Angeles on a week-long reconnaissance of America’s best and boldest sporting stadiums.


It was the beginning of March 2020 and McLachlan’s mission, accompanied by two senior AFL staff members, was to gather concepts for the redevelopment of the league’s fully owned private football ground in Melbourne’s Docklands business district.


A law graduate and unbending negotiator, McLachlan had played it beautifully, convincing the Victorian Labor government to foot the $225 million stadium rebuild bill as part of a deal to stage the AFL Grand Final at the Melbourne Cricket Ground (MCG) until 2057.


It was a classic AFL manoeuvre. Bag the elephant and get someone else to pay for it.


Life was good for the 47-year-old AFL boss about to embark on his sixth full season in the big swivel chair of Australia’s richest and most powerful sport, boasting a national workforce of almost eight hundred.


A day earlier, in his office on the second floor of AFL House, the league’s sprawling two-storey Melbourne headquarters, McLachlan expressed confidence in the AFL’s ability to withstand the economic impact of the coronavirus crisis that had begun sweeping the world.


‘Exposure for us is limited,’ McLachlan declared in an interview with one of a handful of senior football journalists ushered into league headquarters for a private twenty-minute, season-eve audience with the game’s supreme ruler. ‘Things may change. Because we’re a domestic game and, at the moment, the coronavirus has implications for those with supply chain or international links and that’s not where we’re at.


‘So as we sit here today, without looking too far into the future, our economic exposure is limited. We look to the federal government and the relevant interested bodies for advice and, you know, until that changes, that’s where we’re at.’1


But, of course, things did change.


Rapidly. And catastrophically.


A short time later, back in Melbourne from his US trip, McLachlan conceded that the league would be forced to stage matches in front of empty grandstands if the COVID-19 outbreak worsened in Australia.


Just days after that, following an emergency telephone hook-up of AFL commissioners, he announced the home-and-away season had been cut from twenty-three rounds to seventeen rounds and the length of matches would be slashed. They were desperate moves for an increasingly desperate situation, all aimed at cramming multiple matches into the back end of the year if weeks and months were lost. And they would be.


Just after 4.30 p.m. on Sunday 22 March, before the year’s opening round of games staged in depressingly empty stadiums had even been completed, an ashen-faced McLachlan fronted a press conference in the bowels of the same Docklands stadium he was preparing to renovate and announced he was suspending the 2020 season.


In the blink of an eye, the AFL’s once impenetrable, $1 billion-a-year empire was on the brink of financial ruin.


The COVID-19 pandemic unleashed a trail of destruction on the world. The AFL was far from alone in suffering a crippling, almost instant loss of revenues. But the sudden shutdown of the eighteen-team national competition exposed an uncomfortable truth about Australia’s biggest-spending, tax-exempt, sporting corporation. For all its chutzpah and market domination, when the music stopped the mighty AFL was unable to sustain itself. Not even for a single week.


An organisation that had pocketed billions of dollars in TV and sponsorship revenues across a two-decade golden run had plundered almost all of it on the expressway to supremacy.


‘This has been a nuclear bomb going off for the AFL,’ Collingwood president Eddie McGuire declared. ‘The Channel 7 money, the Foxtel money, stopped this week. It’s finished, it’s all over … The bottom line is footy could lose over $500 million this year. That’s on our best day. And we could still go under.’2


The morning after the season was postponed 80 per cent of the AFL industry workforce was stood down without pay, propped up on government-funded JobKeeper subsidies. Many would never return.


It would be eighty-two days before footy returned and when it did it was a sad, diminished version of itself played in front of ghostly empty grandstands before the game’s Victorian heartland was abandoned completely for the staging of matches with socially distanced crowds in Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia.


Stripped naked, the AFL was eating the same humble pie it had served up cold to countless adversaries over a twenty-year reign of arrogance.


But McLachlan was no stranger to a crisis. He’d helped steer the competition through scandal and upheaval before and would plot another way out of hell. Those who have faced off against him describe an unnerving, calculating opponent who avoids face-to-face confrontation where he can, unlike his predecessor, Andrew Demetriou, whose preferred approach was a sledgehammer to the head.


‘I’m trying to be your friend, but this is how it is,’ explained one casualty of McLachlan’s method. ‘He doesn’t get angry or raise his voice, but it isn’t really a negotiation either. He gives you the impression he’s being reasonable, but he’s not. It’s accept what we are offering or else.’


Only this time, McLachlan didn’t have all the answers. No amount of government lobbying or backroom manoeuvring could stop the coronavirus tidal wave.


Attempts to convince the governments of Western Australia, South Australia and Tasmania to hand the AFL special exemptions to stage matches outside strict quarantine regulations were rebuffed. If not for a Queensland premier keen on a win in an election year, the season may not have been completed.


Within weeks of the shutdown in March, the impenetrable walls of AFL House were being scaled by club bosses and a players’ union demanding the league throw open its books and conform to full financial transparency for the first time in a generation.


Unable to meet its contractual obligations to broadcast partners Channel 7 and Foxtel, the game’s lucrative TV rights deals were drastically downsized and an emergency $600 million line of credit was secured from the banks, which ultimately wasn’t needed as the league found a way to pull the season from the fire.


In late October, in the days leading up to the historic night grand final played between Richmond and Geelong at the Gabba in Brisbane – the first premiership decider ever staged outside the competition’s Victorian heartland – two separate incidents told the tale of what the game had endured and the remedy it so desperately needed.


Former AFL boss Demetriou had joined the board of Crown Resorts as an independent director at the invitation of its billionaire owner James Packer just six months after vacating the league’s top post. In Sydney on Tuesday, 13 October 2020, Demetriou appeared at a public inquiry probing Crown Resorts’ fitness to hold a New South Wales casino licence because of its failure to police money laundering and its relationship with junket operators linked to Chinese criminals.


Demetriou’s train-wreck testimony descended into farce when he was caught red-handed reading from notes about a definition of ‘culture’ he admitted he had downloaded ‘off the net’.3 His notes also contained a description of the duties of an independent director, of which he clearly needed to be reminded.


An email tendered under evidence from Demetriou to Packer had also exposed the ex-league supremo’s concerns that the board’s focus on legal compliance was coming at the expense of profits.4 ‘We exist to win; I asked management and the board to come back in the new year and turn our minds to strategies and to grow revenue,’ Demetriou told Packer. ‘I remain committed to serving the best interests of Crown and, most importantly, you.’


Such brazen behaviour and conduct had been tolerated – and even lauded – during his reign at the top of the AFL. But now he was beyond the protection of the sycophantic Melbourne bubble he had stood over for more than a decade and he was eviscerated for his performance in the witness box.


Coincidentally, the very next day, 14 October 2020, Sydney Swans chairman Andrew Pridham spoke up in a meeting between club bosses and the game’s powerful ruling body, the AFL Commission, and suggested it was time for a sweeping structural review of the entire competition. Within weeks, Pridham had secured the support of multiple club bosses.


The jig was almost up.


A virus had exposed the country’s most bloated and secretive sporting bureaucracy and done what no person had come remotely close to achieving.


COVID-19 had derailed the boys’ club.


But for how long?









CHAPTER 1


Cape Schanck


THE EXCHANGE THAT LED THE AUSTRALIAN FOOTBALL League down the road of no return took place in a conference room of the Cape Schanck Resort on the Mornington Peninsula, an hour and fifteen minutes drive to the south of Melbourne, in the winter of 2000.


On the final morning of the AFL planning and strategy workshop, the league’s freshly appointed general manager of football operations, Andrew Demetriou, bluntly asked the man who had just hired him, AFL Commission chairman Ron Evans, to consider a seismic change.


It was time, Demetriou urged his boss, for the commission – the game’s powerful ruling body since 1984 – to step back and cede greater control to the AFL executive team.


‘Wayne Jackson was the CEO but it was Andrew who brought it up,’ an official present at the Cape Schanck retreat recalled. ‘He felt the executive were being under-utilised and should take the lead in making decisions and driving the future strategy of the AFL.’


Evans, the wealthy managing director of the Spotless Services catering empire, was the sole commissioner to make the trip down the peninsula. He listened intently and agreed to take the proposal back to his fellow commissioners.


For almost two decades, the heavy-lifting and key negotiation of matters affecting Australia’s biggest sport – the introduction of new clubs, television broadcast rights and major stadium deals – had been led by formidable hands-on commissioners like Graeme Samuel, Peter Scanlon and Ross Oakley.


But within weeks, Demetriou got the answer that he wanted.


Greater authority and strategic responsibility would be handed to Jackson’s executive team, including 39-year-old Demetriou, the league’s fierce and ambitious administrator, who would become chief executive officer less than three years later.


‘They released the shackles and let us go,’ the official said.


There would be no turning back.


***


A second-generation Australian from the wrong side of the Yarra River, Andrew Demetriou’s rise to the top of the nation’s most powerful sporting code was achieved against all odds.


The youngest of four sons to Greek Cypriot immigrants who ran a fish and chip shop in Bell Street, Coburg, Demetriou attended the rough and tumble Newlands High School, next-door to Pentridge Prison, in Melbourne’s inner-north.


It was less than ten kilometres away, but may as well have been a million miles, from the privileged private schools of the city’s leafy east that would feed the top ranks of his administration.


Maybe that’s what drove him?


‘The joke amongst the students was that the prison wardens in the towers used to point their guns at us,’ a school friend of Demetriou told me. ‘No one busted a door down to get in there. There were a lot of kids from low-income working-class families. Every week there was always some sort of fight arranged after school down at Coburg Lake Reserve, it was that kind of school.’


Demetriou completed his HSC in 1978 – one of less than twenty from his year level to do so. He played footy for Pascoe Vale and studied at La Trobe University. And in his climb to the top of the AFL bureaucracy, he made some friends and some enemies. A lot of people who have met him on the course of his career don’t like the man.


‘It was in his DNA to be an arsehole,’ the school mate said. ‘Even back then he felt his shit smelt like roses. He was always looking for an angle or opportunity to benefit himself. He could never be told, you could never challenge him and he always thought he knew better than you.


‘He was an okay footballer, but an even better cricketer. He bowled fast and had a magnificent, fluid action, it was like poetry. One of the best I’ve ever seen.’


But Australian Rules won out and Demetriou got his chance at North Melbourne, where he would play 103 games and another three at Hawthorn between 1981 and 1988.


‘When he came in for a contract negotiation, Andrew was always looking for Keith Greig’s salary or Malcolm Blight’s salary – and, of course, he never got it,’ veteran Kangaroos administrator Ron Joseph recalled. ‘But he was never backward in coming forward. He used to be very critical of Cable [North Melbourne champion Barry Cable] in a very condescending sort of a way, which used to give me the shits.1


‘Cabes was a down to earth, simple sort of a bloke, and sometimes he’d get his English wrong and Demetriou was the first one to be sniggering in the locker room with the players,’ he explained. ‘Barry had a way of pronouncing Wednesday, which was “Wen-des-day” – it was a habit he grew up with as a kid in country WA, and he never corrected it. It stayed with him because he never had any need to change it, but Demetriou used to titter behind his back with other players of his ilk about it. I would hear it and I always read it in a nasty vindictive way. I used to hate it.’


Teammate Grant Thomas played with Demetriou for two seasons in 1983 and 1984 after shifting to North Melbourne from St Kilda. The pair butted heads from the start.


‘Demetriou was this brash, arrogant, supremely confident bloke who took the piss out of some of the younger guys who I felt couldn’t defend themselves, even though he was relatively young himself,’ Thomas said.2


‘I had him pegged, so any time I heard him giving it to one of the younger guys in the locker room, I’d stick it to him – and he hated it,’ Thomas claimed. ‘He’d say, “Why are you having a go at me?” And I’d just say, “Listen – any time you have a go at one of my teammates, who are usually more vulnerable and younger, I’m going to have a go at you. So stop having a go at them and I’ll stop having a go at you – how about that for a deal?”


‘That’s when I said that they built the fence at Arden Street to keep him on the ground,’ he added, in a dig at Demetriou’s on-field bravery. ‘I wasn’t by any means the toughest or hardest player going around in that day, and I can assure you Andrew wasn’t either, but the disparity between his verbal strength and physical strength on the footy field was a bridge too far.’


Thomas recalled Demetriou, a lover of horse racing, being heavily involved in the players’ regular punting syndicates.


Most players worked jobs in the semi-professional era, and for a while Demetriou taught politics and legal studies at Melbourne’s Trinity Grammar, where Ron Joseph had been a student in the 1950s and early 1960s.


The school’s headmaster, Don Marles, called the North Melbourne stalwart for a character reference prior to employing Demetriou in 1984. ‘I told him, “We’re not friends, but I’m not going to tell you not to employ him,”’ Joseph said. ‘Don called me some time later, and angrily said, “I’ve just let your mate Andrew Demetriou go for gambling with a student.”’


A sentence buried away in The Age newspaper in May 2003, after Demetriou announced himself as a candidate in the race to replace the retiring Wayne Jackson as AFL CEO, said: ‘The only professional black mark during his career at North was when he departed Trinity Grammar school – where he taught legal studies during the ’80s – after an incident in which Demetriou and one of his 16-year-old students together placed money on a horse.’3


Demetriou cut his losses and ventured into the false-teeth distribution business in 1987. ‘We used to drive to Sydney and, because it would save money, sell out of the boot of the car,’ he later said of his company’s fledgling days. But the dentures game soon turned lucrative.


‘The colour has to last,’ Demetriou told the Australian Financial Review of the winning falsies formula in 1996. ‘Teeth get mixed with saliva, water, food, and they still have to be the same colour five years later …4


‘In Australia, we require whiter teeth. In Europe, they want darker teeth, more yellow, to go with the darker complexion. In Asia, they want small teeth.’


But then the Asian financial crisis hit, the export market dried up and Demetriou got crunched, borrowing a small amount of money from his Western Australian business partner, the future West Coast Eagles chairman Dalton Gooding, to help make ends meet.


Demetriou’s big professional break came in 1998 when he emerged as a surprise choice as chief executive of the AFL Players’ Association (AFLPA), thanks to the backing of a loose group that included players (and future coaches) Alastair Clarkson and John Longmire; and top player agent Ricky Nixon.


Nixon recalled receiving a phone call about Demetriou from one of his biggest clients, Hawthorn superstar Jason Dunstall. ‘Dunstall rang me and said could I see Demetriou because he was hoping to get involved in football,’ Nixon said. ‘I met Demetriou literally an hour later at a hotel in Collingwood. I was very impressed. He seemed like a very switched-on bloke. I rang a couple of my players and convinced them that Demetriou was the right man for the job.’5


Essendon star James Hird, a member of the players’ union’s executive, was one of those contacted by Nixon, who urged him to meet with Demetriou and support his bid for an interview. ‘John Longmire and myself met with him and then recommended to the people who were doing the interviews that they should interview him,’ Hird recalled. ‘It wasn’t that he should get the job, but more that he had a football background, was very commercial and had been successful in business. That’s what we were told anyway. Ricky Nixon was very much integral in putting him up.’6


The irony of Hird helping Demetriou break into football administration would surface spectacularly more than two decades later.


Another Demetriou advocate was lawyer and influential North Melbourne and West Coast Eagles powerbroker John Adams, the son of legendary Roos administrator Jack Adams.


Brendan Schwab – son of the late AFL commissioner Alan Schwab – who had founded Professional Footballers Australia (the Australian soccer players’ union) in 1993, had been the raging favourite to win the AFLPA job until Demetriou and his backers swooped.


Demetriou immediately restructured the AFL players’ union, achieving 100 per cent membership for the first time, and negotiated a generous collective bargaining agreement between the league and its 672 players, which saw the minimum wage increase to $35,000 and $1750 per senior game.


‘In all fairness, that deal was better than we’d ever had before,’ Hird told me years after the Essendon supplements saga.


Media star Eddie McGuire, who had secured the Collingwood presidency in October 1998, offered Demetriou the Magpies chief executive job over lunch at a Richmond café in 1999, but Demetriou had eyes on a bigger prize.


He had impressed commission chairman Evans and fellow league commissioner Bill Kelty, the Australian Council of Trade Unions secretary, and was installed as the AFL’s football operations chief in June 2000, soon after the departure of Ian Collins and barely two years into his tenure at the AFLPA.


‘His appointment was heavily pushed by Kelty,’ commissioner of the day Terry O’Connor recalled.7 Kelty had quietly told Demetriou that the football operations role was really just an ‘apprenticeship’ to the big job.


And he was right.


On 30 July 2003 – at the age of forty-two – Andrew Demetriou, the scrapper from Newlands High, became the most powerful man in Australian sport: chief executive officer of the AFL.


It was a genuine rags-to-riches rise.


‘I don’t imagine there will ever be a scandal attached to Andrew. He’s a straight arrow,’ friend, historian and prime ministerial speechwriter Don Watson declared at the time.8


How wrong he was.


***


On the face of it, the AFL Demetriou shaped would become a beacon for professional sport: eighteen clubs across five states fuelled by boundless commercial riches and community passion.


‘Andrew remains, to me, the best visceral negotiator I have ever seen,’ one veteran club boss said. ‘Where some leaders will spend hours thinking about what they are going to say, he just went into a room and imposed his personality. The stadium deals he secured with government backing, and with almost no money from the AFL itself, were extraordinary.’


Only three other sporting competitions around the world – the National Football League (NFL) in the USA, Germany’s Bundesliga and the English Premier League – boast bigger average crowds than the AFL.


As foundation commissioner Peter Scanlon said: ‘The competition is in great shape. It’s got to be the envy of any other comparable sporting code in Australia. It’s just so far ahead of anyone else.’9


But something else was at play.


Unlike its rival sporting codes – cricket, soccer and rugby league – the AFL was its own world governing body, unelected and answerable to no one.


A culture of arrogance, a sense of entitlement and the absence of accountability contaminated the AFL administration.


Lucrative contracts were dished out to industry mates without transparent tendering processes and the league’s much-vaunted commitment to ‘integrity’ would take a back seat when more valuable commercial interests were at stake.


Transparency and due process were discarded, replaced by horse trading, intimidation and heavily negotiated backroom deals.


Anybody or anything that stood in the path of the modern AFL was steamrolled or sacrificed to protect the empire.


Legal professionals encountering the AFL’s ‘justice’ system for the first time expressed astonishment at the brazen conduct and behaviour of the league’s most senior officials. James Hird’s solicitor, Steven Amendola, bluntly described the AFL as a ‘bunch of cashed-up bogans’, who believed they could behave in any way they wanted.10


The AFL’s raison d’être had been to champion the interests of the clubs, its players and the fans, but somewhere along the line was recast to prioritise its own self-interests. The ruling body was unrecognisable from the one the twelve Victorian Football League (VFL) clubs envisaged when they endorsed the appointment of a new independent commission to take charge of the game’s administrative affairs ‘on a trial basis’ on 7 November 1984.


The Masters of the Universe had taken over, and a once-potent commission laden with prominent football figures and business luminaries was relegated to honorary status, stacked with manageable interstate commissioners with little football IQ.


Ron Evans’ death, in March 2007, opened the way for businessman and ex-Carlton ruckman Mike Fitzpatrick to take the wheel and embolden the new culture. He agreed with Demetriou’s philosophy that it was the executive that should take the lead.


‘During the Ross Oakley–Wayne Jackson era, AFL commissioners were hands-on in the day-to-day operations of the league,’ retired commissioner Graeme Samuel explained.11 ‘All that changed under Demetriou, and the commission reverted to a board of directors role. In theory it’s okay, but you’ve also got to then have a chair that’s just keeping in control of things, and I was never terribly sure that Mike was sufficiently engaged.’


Former Victorian premier and Hawthorn president Jeff Kennett was more direct. ‘Mike was a fairly suave fellow and very focused on what he wanted to achieve and Andrew was worse,’ he said. ‘I mean, I get on well with Andrew but he can be a thug, and he was a thug, very domineering and very insistent.’12


The emergence of a rising star executive from South Australia called Gillon McLachlan, Demetriou’s long-time henchman and ultimate successor, completed footy’s Gang of Three.


When Demetriou walked at the height of the Essendon drugs inferno in March 2014, it was McLachlan, anointed by his boss and appointed by Fitzpatrick, who would step in, carry on and ensure an external applicant wouldn’t get the chance to take a peep under the rug.


They all take credit for the growth of the game but in truth the hardest yards in establishing a national competition had been ploughed during the Oakley era, and armies of rusted-on, tribal fans across the southern states all but guarantee success, despite the steady erosion of football’s charm.


‘The successors I don’t think realise what has been delivered to them on a plate,’ former West Coast Eagles and Sydney Swans chairman Richard Colless said. ‘If you look at the natural advantages that the game has got – there are any number of people who could do the job. It’s not like there are only eight or nine chosen ones.’13


The debacle of the $250 million Gold Coast Suns expansion club was proof of that, bearing the fingerprints of Demetriou, Fitzpatrick and McLachlan. ‘They’ve got the greatest product in the world, without any competition – it’s impossible to fuck up – so how they ever mucked up what they did with the Gold Coast Suns is simply extraordinary,’ one club boss said.


Muddying the waters for football fans seeking to make sense of it all is a band of senior club figures, journalists, broadcasters, lawyers and player agents with their own snouts buried deep in the AFL trough. A symbiotic relationship exists between many of the game’s key stakeholders. They rely on each other and protect each other. The old school ties that bind are everywhere, some carefully hand-picked, others strongly recommended.


Good people turn a blind eye. Few speak out, few rock the boat, and when they do, they’re attacked, blackballed or ostracised. Rewards for playing ball and keeping it all in-house are rich. Take your medicine. Suck it up. Don’t become an enemy of the state.


***


So how exactly did an organisation morph, in less than a generation, from a fledgling state administrative sporting body to a full-blown football dictatorship, controlled by a closed circle of powerful executives, industry mates and loyal enablers?


Scores of past and present administrators, staff, volunteers and, of course, the players who put on the show can be proud of their work and sacrifice in helping to build a thriving national competition.


The bulk of the football media – writers, broadcasters, photographers and camera operators – play a crucial role in covering and celebrating the Australian game. Footy at its core is magnificent.


But there have been too many instances of compromised AFL investigations, cover-ups, lies, leaks and character assassinations since the early 2000s for it all to be a coincidence.


There are too many people out there with stories to tell about threats, bullying and intimidation. Many have assisted in the writing of this book.


This is the inside story of the deals and behaviours that have shaped Australia’s biggest sport.









CHAPTER 2


Rivers of gold


THE BOARDROOM OF THE AUSTRALIAN FOOTBALL LEAGUE sits at the far end of the second level of the competition’s two-storey headquarters overlooking Victoria Harbour and Bolte Bridge in Melbourne’s busy Docklands business district.


Dark leather chairs surround a large rectangular table in the centre of the room where the suits behind Australia’s biggest sport meet each month to chart the course of supremacy.


Gold-framed portraits of long-gone Victorian Football League administrators like Charles Brownlow, William C. McClelland and Sir Kenneth Luke peer down from the walls, a reminder of footy’s simpler times.


A door at the rear of the boardroom leads directly to the office of the chief executive officer. Here, in the quiet executive wing of AFL House, the game’s overlord, his personal assistant and his deputy have access to a small private kitchen and their own private bathrooms. On days of crisis, and there have been plenty of those, it has served as a welcome retreat from the raging inferno outside.


At the turn of the century, just seventy-six people worked for the AFL in far humbler digs on the southern side of the MCG in East Melbourne, but by the mid-2000s, under the stewardship of Andrew Demetriou, the AFL had come to see itself as a major Australian corporation. Accomplishment was measured through key performance indicators, or KPIs – crowds, ratings and revenues – and the mega bucks were rolling in.


In 2003, AFL revenues were disclosed at $170.9 million and attendances at stadiums across the country at 5.87 million. A decade later, it had grown to $446.5 million with attendances at 6.36 million, and by 2019, revenues topped $794 million and attendances reached 7.5 million.


Between 2017 and 2019, the league banked combined profits of almost $150 million and by early 2020 – before the coronavirus crisis – it was reporting net assets of $240 million and a reserve fund of almost $60 million.


The advance of the empire was fuelled by an explosion in TV rights cash.


Once worth as little as $200,000, the AFL broadcast rights fetched about $3 million a season in 1986, $17 million in 1993, $100 million in 2001, $250 million in 2011 and a mammoth $416 million in 2017 thanks to a monster $2.5 billion, six-year deal split between Fox Sports and Channel 7.


Sponsorship deals also soared with a car manufacturer pumping $17 million a year into the AFL’s coffers alone. A supermarket chain paid another $3 million as part of a deal to advertise its logo in the centre circle of all AFL grounds.


Under the design of the league’s socialist system where the stronger clubs are curtailed and the weaker clubs propped up, the rivers of gold that flowed into AFL headquarters were distributed at the discretion of the commission, meaning most clubs had become reliant, over time, on head office for survival.


It was from here, as the keeper of the purse and controller of the economics, that the AFL’s all-conquering power over its clubs and subordinates was born.


‘In truth, I think they enjoy having clubs on the poverty line; it feeds the dictatorship,’ one club boss said. ‘Do you want your money or not?’


By early 2020, before the league began slashing jobs because of the impact of COVID-19, staff numbers within the league’s bureaucracy had exploded to a staggering 795 – almost as many workers as the eighteen-team competition had players.


The AFL machine was divided into multiple departments – not unlike government ministries – with rank-and-file workers reporting to a senior executive in charge of each portfolio. Members of the executive team grew to a dozen, each paid hefty six- and sometimes seven-figure salaries, beefed up by a generous annual bonus system introduced by Demetriou.


Documents annually filed with the Australian Securities and Investments Commission (ASIC) revealed the AFL’s twelve executives were paid a combined $10.73 million – including bonuses of $3.56 million in 2018 – equating to an average salary package of $894,000. But the exact size of their individual salaries (other than the CEO’s wage until 2017) has never been publicly disclosed.


In his first year at the helm of the AFL, Demetriou took home $560,000, but by 2012, his salary, including bonuses, hit $2.2 million. In 2014, his final year in charge – despite his contentious handling of the Essendon drugs debacle – his salary topped a colossal $3.8 million.


Skyrocketing salaries within the AFL’s top ranks became an annual source of embarrassment when financial papers were lodged with ASIC.


So the AFL made the issue go away.


In early 2018, AFL Commission chairman Richard Goyder enforced a policy change that stipulated the wages of Demetriou’s successor, Gillon McLachlan, would no longer be aired publicly.1


Only one of the eighteen club presidents dared question it.


‘There is no accountability, in real terms, at the AFL,’ the sole dissenter, Hawthorn president and former Victorian premier Jeff Kennett, declared. ‘They don’t have to report to anyone. They report to themselves.’2


Ex-commissioner and retired Western Australian Anti-Corruption Commission head Terry O’Connor, QC, said the amounts being paid to the senior executives was ‘absurd’. ‘In my view Ross Oakley [AFL CEO from 1986 to 1996] did the really hard yards in getting the AFL competition established and his successors have had all the benefit of that work – and Ross was paid nothing like the amounts they are getting today,’ O’Connor told me before his death in early 2020. ‘And in so far as their bonuses depend on crowd numbers, it must be remembered that crowd numbers can be influenced by fixturing. Paying bonuses for what they do is just so over the top because the game basically sells itself.’3


But money, it seems, is no object.


In 2011, the Hawthorn board discussed – and immediately rejected – what it considered to be a $10 million ‘bribe’ from the AFL (to be paid over five years) to tear up the club’s contract to play four ‘home’ matches a season in Tasmania, thus leaving the Apple Isle free for North Melbourne to occupy.4


This wasn’t the only thing the AFL was happy to splurge on.


Such is the secrecy surrounding AFL expenditure, even club presidents are denied access to details surrounding wages, departmental costs and personal expenses splashed out by the league’s top brass. Business class flights, fine dining and rooms at the best hotels are all ploughed through the AFL corporate credit card in the name of being the ‘keeper of the code’.


Long-time Sydney Swans boss Richard Colless said it never sat well with him when AFL staff, some he said he would never have employed, would get on a plane and slump into a business class seat, while ‘the people running the businesses that actually added the value were sitting down the back because they didn’t have the money’.


Explained Colless, ‘It was just a bloody bad look.’5


It wasn’t until mid-2019, after concerns were flagged about exorbitant waste at head office, that business class flights on trips of less than two hours were finally reined in.


But a rule allowing AFL executives and commissioners to stay in swank five-star hotels, while rank-and-file staff had to settle for lesser digs still rankled many. One high-rolling AFL executive, who resided interstate, insisted on regular business class commutes flying Qantas, instead of the league’s preferred carrier Virgin, and stayed at Melbourne’s five-star Crown Towers in Southbank over the slightly less salubrious Sofitel in Collins Street that was deemed good enough for interstate commissioners to use. The league later rented the executive a CBD apartment. ‘That is symbolic of a culture that hasn’t progressed,’ a senior league figure told me. ‘They drive the cultural wedge between the haves and the have-nots. There is a sense of entitlement at the top of the AFL that is absolutely insidious. They eat, drink and pay themselves a ridiculous amount of money relative to their staff.’


Preferential treatment for the executives stepped up a notch in 2017 when a special wardrobe allowance was introduced, allowing female execs to purchase high-end designer shoes and dresses to be worn at league events.


‘Given they are on huge six-figure salaries and receive enormous annual bonuses, it’s hard to see why they would need money for a dress more than all the other women in the business who spend thousands of dollars a year to look the part,’ one staffer said. ‘But it’s all about lining the pockets of the executives and everyone else just needs to feel honoured they are allowed to be in their presence.’


The excessive remuneration scheme let loose at AFL House meant at one point the highest paid executive in the game earned almost four times as much as the best paid player. Delegations from US sporting codes expressed astonishment at the disparity when meeting the AFL players’ union during a visit in 2011. The average player still earns about $400,000.


Pay negotiations between the AFL and the game’s stars turned ugly in 2011 and again in 2017 as the league point-blank refused the union’s demand for a fixed 27 per cent share of the game’s revenues.


Demetriou, who in a previous life had acted for the players as head of the AFL Players’ Association, described the demand as ‘a lazy way of doing business’, staring them down in 2011 before his successor, McLachlan, relented six years later.


***


Key to the AFL’s financial might is its curious status as a tax-exempt not-for-profit organisation. Outdated taxation laws going back to the early 1950s exempt not-for-profit entities established ‘for the encouragement of sport’ from coughing up. Effectively, the AFL is treated the same way as a charity and pays no income tax. But unlike a charity it is not subject to regulatory oversight by the Charities and Not-for-profits Commission.


It would take a brave government to challenge the tax-free status of the AFL or NRL, but the free kick is hard to justify given the exorbitant executive wages and billions of dollars in government funding dished out for sporting stadiums and community programs.


‘My understanding is that at some point the AFL sought a private ruling from the commissioner of tax that they were eligible for income tax exemption,’ University of Melbourne taxation specialist Professor Ann O’Connell explained. ‘I would argue that even if, say twenty years ago, they were primarily – “for the encouragement of sport” – that is no longer the case. To come within the exemption, the encouragement of sport must be the main purpose and any other purposes such as providing social facilities for members or engaging in commercial activities may only be incidental or ancillary. It could be argued that, given the size of the commercial activities, the making of profit is now the predominant purpose of the AFL.’6


The AFL is a company limited by guarantee under the Corporations Act and, in theory, it is the ‘appointees’ from each of the eighteen clubs that control the league and vote for the directors, or in this case the commissioners.


The reality is far different, but for the purpose of avoiding tax, it’s a lucrative arrangement.


According to Professor O’Connell, ‘The notion of “not-for-profit” means that the entity must not make distributions to members. In fact, that is just what the AFL does – it distributes most of its revenue to the clubs. In addition, being a not-for-profit means there is a principle of “no private benefit”. The most common example of private benefit is excessive remuneration of officers and employees. Unfortunately, we do not know what Gillon McLachlan and others are paid.


‘Although the AFL is not obliged by the Corporations Act to provide a remuneration report as part of its annual financial report, an entity that receives significant public funding and tax concessions should be held to a higher standard of accountability,’ she said.


For the cherry on top, the AFL’s dubious ‘charity’ status also makes it eligible for a reduced rate of Fringe Benefits Tax (FBT).


‘This means that benefits such as cars and credit cards can be given to AFL executives and employees and the AFL only pays half the rate of FBT of other employers,’ Professor O’Connell said. ‘This exemption from tax in other jurisdictions is not usually extended to professional sporting bodies. For example, in the United Kingdom only a “community or amateur sporting association” is exempt from corporation tax. But will a federal government do anything about it? I very much doubt it.’


***


The grand old town of Melbourne is footy’s epicentre and cornerstone of the cartel.


Nine of the league’s eighteen teams are located within a thirty-kilometre radius of the CBD. A tenth team is based in Geelong, less than an hour’s drive to the west.


Australian Rules is like a religion in Victoria. Days of the winter week are spent counting down until a chosen tribe returns to weekend battle. In between, team selections and football issues are endlessly dissected by newspapers, radio stations and top-rating TV shows. Almost 700,000 Victorians are paid-up members of an AFL club; about one in ten of every man, woman and child.


Footy is the great social leveller, a conversation starter for Melburnians of all walks of life. Fans, rich and poor, can talk about their beloved game in the street, around the water cooler at work or in the local pub until the cows come home.


To serve on the board of an AFL club, or in the higher echelon of the commission, is to wear a badge of honour. Bankers, business leaders, lawyers, politicians and media stars clamour to be appointed. Most are driven by a genuine love of the game and have helped transform their clubs into accomplished professional organisations in their own right.


In times gone by it was the clubs who chose the AFL commissioners. In theory, commission members are still selected by a nominations committee, which includes club presidents, but in reality, they have been hand-picked from within – like-minded men, and a few women, who play by the rules and stay the course.


Long-time North Melbourne director Peter de Rauch recalled attending a meeting of club bosses at The Australian Club in William Street, Melbourne, in August 1999 as a proxy for Kangaroos president Ron Casey. The clubs had gathered to nominate a preferred candidate to fill a commission vacancy only to be told that the AFL had already appointed retired Hawthorn defender Chris Langford.


‘Bang. That was it,’ de Rauch said. ‘From then onwards the clubs had no say in who gets on, they just appointed their mates. That’s when it became a boys’ club.7


‘Everything started off okay because they said we were all stakeholders and could vote on the commissioners, which we did a few times, but then it all changed.’


Colless said the stripping of the clubs’ right to appoint commissioners ‘just happened by osmosis’. ‘It was a gradual thing,’ he said. ‘Almost under the cover of darkness the nominations committee became two members of the commission and two hand-picked club presidents.’


Captains of industry in their own right, commissioners can become intoxicated by the power when their feet slide under the boardroom table at AFL House.


Top silk David Galbally, QC, recalled a hearing before the commission in late 2012 into blatant salary cap cheating by the Adelaide Crows. Galbally was representing star forward Kurt Tippett who was guaranteed payments of $200,000 outside of his contract in a secret arrangement masterminded by Crows chief executive Steven Trigg and agreed by his manager, Peter Blucher.


The hearing was closed and the Tippett camp pushed unsuccessfully for it to be open ‘in the hope the truth would be revealed’.


‘The commission were very anti-Tippett and very sympathetic to Trigg, who was a favoured administrator,’ Galbally said. ‘They gave Trigg a terrific hearing and that is what annoyed me. It was very, very clear that he had a much better relationship with the AFL than we had. It was aimed at getting Tippett and Peter Blucher.’


Galbally complained to Linda Dessau (an AFL commissioner who would become Governor of Victoria) about what he considered to be the one-sided way in which the proceeding was being conducted. ‘She just sort of looked at me and said, “Mr Galbally, we don’t speak like that.”


‘I was convinced that they’d already made their minds up – absolutely convinced,’ Galbally said.


‘The AFL Commission are very difficult to deal with because they are parochial to the sport. It’s as though they regard Australian Rules football as their own and everyone else in the country is subservient to them.


‘Those who sit to hear cases on the commission are privy to all sorts of chitchat and opinions. It’s really all done in the interests of the AFL. I’ve always held a view that they should appoint an independent body that sits outside the AFL to deal with these things.’8


Trigg was fined and suspended but was later strongly endorsed by McLachlan to fill the vacant chief executive position at Carlton.


‘It was the worst hearing I’ve ever had – absolutely appalling,’ Galbally said.


The power afforded to commissioners is paraded on the last Saturday of every September when a conga line of Australia’s business and political elite are wined and dined at the VIP grand final lunch in the MCG’s Olympic Room. Seating is pored over scientifically. The closer to the head table you are, the more power you wield.


‘It brings you great cachet and influence to be on the commission,’ one football figure said.


An ex-AFL official said they believed the majority of commissioners ‘enjoyed the life associated with being on the commission’. ‘The power that comes with it, the almost deification of those roles in Melbourne is sycophantic,’ they said. ‘I was blown away by how people treated you very differently because of the role you held, not the person that you are.’


Peter V’landys, the Australian Rugby League Commission chairman and New South Wales horse racing tzar, said ‘the extreme superiority complex some in the AFL have’ caught him by surprise after the 2020 coronavirus crisis forced the shutdown of both codes.


‘When we announced that we were going to recommence [the NRL season] on 28 May the most criticism came from elements of the AFL,’ V’landys said. ‘We were labelled irresponsible, arrogant, amongst a barrage of unrelenting, disparaging remarks. It was obvious they believed if it was not their initiative or proposal that it would fail. Consequently, after all the diatribe, they followed us two weeks later.


‘Ironically, our pleb audacity probably saved them tens of millions of dollars as our ambitious start set the wheels in motion, even though they will never admit it.’9


The late John Cain, Victorian premier for three terms and a long-time member of the MCG Trust, said the state had never known an entity with as much power as the AFL.


‘There’s nothing like it, that I know of,’ Cain told me in the weeks before his death in December 2019. ‘I can’t think of any other organisation that rivals it and, as an observer on the outside, it’s become more the case.


‘They choose their own successors, that’s always a danger, in any field of endeavour, because you tend to choose people who will perpetuate what you’ve done.’10


Footy’s eighteen clubs have retained powers under the AFL constitution to remove commissioners if the majority vote in favour of it, but the clubs have become so dependent on financial handouts that such a move is now unlikely.


The AFL’s control of the clubs quietly stepped up a gear on 27 March 2014 when the Adelaide Crows and cross-town rival Port Adelaide bought back their AFL licences from the South Australian National Football League (SANFL) for a combined $18 million. In the case of Adelaide, the AFL covered the Crows’ costs of about $11.3 million to be repaid over fifteen years, ending in October 2028. In return, the AFL assumed the right to appoint seven of the club’s nine directors under the terms of a revised Adelaide Football Club constitution.


‘And if you control the board, you control the club,’ South Australian lawyer Greg Griffin explained. In essence, Griffin said, the Crows’ 80,000 paid-up members now have little say in the direction of their club.


‘Neither club should ever have allowed that to happen. It took away their autonomy,’ Griffin said. ‘I mean can you imagine Carlton or Collingwood agreeing that its board members be selected by the AFL?’11


The AFL also retains the power to nominate directors for the Sydney Swans, Port Adelaide, Gold Coast Suns and Greater Western Sydney.


Only one commissioner, Western Australian Terry O’Connor, QC, has ever been voted out (in 2001 over a dispute with Melbourne club bosses who wrongly accused him of wanting to get rid of Victorian clubs), although a group of club presidents considered a plan to parachute ex-Channel 9 boss and former league legal adviser Jeff Browne onto the commission in 2014. Clubs were angered that year when chairman Mike Fitzpatrick reinstated Langford, who had retired from the commission, with little consultation.


‘This smacks of people guarding their positions. It’s absolutely self-serving,’ retired Swans chairman Richard Colless said at the time. ‘It just seems like a captain’s pick – it’s like the Prince Philip knighthood.’12


In 2013, commissioner Chris Lynch (one of three Rio Tinto directors serving on the AFL Commission in that period) relocated to London to become the mining giant’s chief financial officer. He offered his resignation but was kept on the commission for another year to the further bemusement of clubs.


Commissioners today – almost all of them coming from non-football backgrounds – are largely kept at arm’s-length from the AFL’s day-to-day operations. The majority, including the commission chairman Richard Goyder, live outside Victoria.


Real power was ceded long ago to the ranks of the executive.


‘The commission is really only there to rubber stamp decisions these days – and not much gets knocked back anymore,’ a senior AFL staffer said.


***


The ministries that make up the AFL machine include the office of the CEO, football operations, broadcasting, commercial operations, game development, legal and integrity, corporate affairs, finance and administration, diversity and social inclusion, growth, digital and audiences, strategy, and human resources.


An organisational chart leaked during the 2020 coronavirus crisis revealed there were eight in-house lawyers, forty-two staff in the finance division and twenty-six in strategy. Another 104 were employed at AFL NSW, eighty-eight in Queensland, forty in the Northern Territory and twenty-nine in Tasmania. There was even an office in Shanghai.


The powerful integrity and investigations unit alone had swelled to fifteen full-time staff, four medical consultants and nine casual security officers.


Six former Victoria Police officers, including an ex-homicide squad detective, were hired to bolster the division responsible for policing gambling, doping, illicit drug use, ground security, the salary cap and player behaviours and associations.


The AFL integrity unit – the biggest in Australian team sport – resembles a private police squad.


A federal submission in 2017 revealed it had the power to access premises ‘occupied by or in control of a club’, seize ‘all documents, records or articles or things in the possession or control of a person relevant to an inquiry or investigation’, sanction any person contravening AFL rules ‘in any manner they in their absolute discretion think fit’ and stand down ‘any person subject to an inquiry or investigation from participating in or in connection with the AFL competition’.13


Those who have faced interrogation at the hands of the league’s private police department tell tales of threats, bullying, cover-ups and intimidation.


And for all integrity investigations, the AFL is the investigator, prosecutor, judge, jury and executioner.


‘It does everything. It initiates the investigation, it prosecutes you, it convicts and sentences you,’ lawyer Steven Amendola, who represented James Hird, said. ‘It completely lacks independence.’14


Protecting the brand at all costs and retaliating first rather than listening became the mentality of the system and its leadership. Clubs or industry figures who dared challenge decisions or the AFL’s authority were punished or blackballed. The same rules applied to journalists. The fox was guarding the henhouse.


In the AFL’s governance structure the chief executive officer is included as a member of the commission to which they report and which is ultimately responsible for his hiring and firing.


‘It’s not uncommon for CEOs to sit on boards, but well-governed organisations have strict conflict of interest policies that they apply,’ one critic observed. ‘That’s certainly not been the case at the Australian Football League.’


The problem would be exposed in 2013 when Demetriou declared that he was ‘privy to information that goes beyond what has been reported’ on the Essendon drugs investigation while being part of the commission that enforced the penalties against the club and club officials for breaching AFL rules.


Within this prism of entitlement thrived a culture of arrogance and intimidation; and chauvinism.


One senior female staffer found out the hard way when an angry member of Demetriou’s executive flung an object that struck her in the head during a meeting. The woman, former Victoria Police officer Sue Clark, later resigned and told Demetriou in her exit interview that he was running a boys’ club.15


Demetriou bragged openly about the discussion over a couple of beers on a bus trip with a group of senior (male) club figures during a fact-finding trip to New York in July 2013. According to a passenger on the bus, Demetriou leaned back, ‘beer in hand’ and said words to the effect: ‘I told her, “Of course I run a boys’ club, it’s a boys’ game; if it was netball, I’d run a girls’ club.”’


A string of other disheartened women have walked away from the organisation across the years frustrated by the ‘blokey culture’ and lack of opportunity afforded to female workers; a notable exception being the late Jill Lindsay, a tough and respected football department figure who died aged sixty-one in 2011.


Despite the bus comment and other incidents under his watch, several league staffers said they believed Demetriou was genuine in his championing of women. In 2005, Sam Mostyn, a former policy adviser to prime minister Paul Keating, became the AFL’s first female commissioner.


One insider said: ‘Andrew was a brilliant visionary leader and very much his own man. There was a sense he had deeply held views when it came to things like diversity and furthering the cause of women but, for whatever reason, lots of his executives were the opposite. They were mostly cut from the same cloth – white alpha males who went to private schools and shared the same conservative view of the world. Championing diversity wasn’t on their agenda. They were too preoccupied with furthering their own ambitions and jostling for position.


‘For all its talk about diversity there still isn’t enough at head office. There have been a number of women who’ve gone into senior roles at the AFL and come out the other side very bruised by the experience,’ the insider explained. ‘It’s a very clubby environment and sometimes the loudest voice prevails. That is not untypical of the corporate world but too often bad behaviour went unchecked. Meetings could be very combative and often hostile to those not experienced in that culture. Many good people got chewed up and spat out simply because they struggled in that environment. The politics inside the AFL is as intense as you’ll see anywhere, politics included.’


A female staffer who left because of a barrage of bullying that had driven her to the edge of a breakdown told me the AFL was ‘the most toxic place I have ever worked in my life … I was screamed at, sworn at, abused and publicly humiliated,’ she said. ‘They promote a strong mental health workplace, but in truth the behaviour is disgusting.’


In 2014, a mid-level male office worker, subjected to years of bullying and torment by senior executive Andrew Catterall, received a secret $200,000 payout signed off by Demetriou after the lawyers were called in. The settlement included additional costs for ‘medical expenses’ for the victim’s ongoing ‘psychological problems’. Incredibly, the AFL helped Catterall study at a prestigious international business school before penning a glowing reference after he applied for a top job at a rival sport without reference to his conduct.16


Leaked internal surveys of AFL staff have revealed an alarming number hold a poor opinion of the performance of their bosses.


But before hitting the exits, some departing AFL staff are asked to sign non-disclosure confidentiality agreements offering a few weeks extra pay but preventing them from ever discussing their experiences at league headquarters.


Another league executive with a well-earned reputation for sleaziness was dubbed the ‘King of Tinder’ by female employees and was counselled for parading photographs around the office of women he planned to meet on the dating app. He was also cautioned for ‘unhinged’ drunken behaviour in the company of league and club leaders, including commissioner Linda Dessau, at a function for the reopening of the Adelaide Oval in 2014.


In another appalling incident, a senior male staffer walked up to the work station of a newly employed female worker, looked her up and down and remarked, ‘Good appointment,’ within earshot of others before wandering off.


A damning report in July 2017 describing a ‘toxic culture’ at AFL House revealed some men in the office had created a ‘Top 10’ list of female employees they wanted to sleep with. ‘The Sunday Herald Sun has confirmed a woman was told of her ranking on the wish list of males at AFL House,’ the report said. She was told: ‘You’re number five on the list.’17


The report followed the sacking of two married male executives, Simon Lethlean and Richard Simkiss, caught having ‘inappropriate sexual relationships’ with younger female office workers. While the league trumpeted publicly that the two men had to go, behind closed doors an emotional McLachlan astounded staff by threatening to hunt down the whistleblowers who had leaked to the media about the office romances.18


A former female executive from a top Victorian-based club said women were still ‘very under-represented’ in senior executive roles in the industry. ‘I will point you to the original senior women in management program where they picked the twelve or fourteen most talented women that they saw for progression in the AFL system, and I reckon there are only two left,’ she said.


‘I enjoyed my time in the AFL, I learnt a lot and so I don’t necessarily want to bag it, my only question is why don’t women seem to be able to progress?


‘When you refer to the AFL as a boys’ club, there are even some really good men who are excluded from it, so I don’t like to refer to it as a boys’ club because there are so many great men that haven’t progressed either, that really deserved to progress, because they might not be in the inner sanctum.


‘And if you look across professional sports, to be honest, women aren’t represented at senior levels, so it is hard to say that the AFL alone aren’t doing a great job in that space. But they’re not retaining women – and I think that is the question that has to be asked: why are women leaving? And why are they judged differently on performance? I just don’t think we are judged against the same criteria.’


The AFL considers itself a leader in gender equity, but since the formation of the commission in 1984, just five women have been appointed to serve alongside twenty-seven men around the league’s board table.


It was AFL club Richmond that smashed the glass ceiling in 2016, appointing commercial lawyer Peggy O’Neal as the game’s first female club president.


Female executives at AFL House have been few and far between; just four have ever made the grade outside the human resources portfolio. Yet, in February 2019, the AFL bizarrely gained recognition as an employer that ‘values gender equity … for having 40 per cent women on its executive, improved numbers of women at all levels and ongoing sexual harassment awareness training’. The calculator must have been broken because women have never made up 40 per cent of the AFL executive.


The league’s seasoned spin doctors explained it away by saying their general manager of strategy, Walter Lee, a member of the executive on all of its official listings, did not report directly to McLachlan. Not surprisingly, the AFL fell off the ‘leading gender equity workplace’ list the following year.


Victorian businesswoman and philanthropist Susan Alberti told me she would never forget the attitude displayed by Demetriou when a group of female club board members were summoned to AFL House for a meeting in 2011. The group had expressed concern about the league’s handling of revelations that St Kilda footballers had been engaging in sexual encounters with a teenage schoolgirl.


The story exploded when it emerged top AFL player agent Ricky Nixon was also accused of inappropriate dealings with the girl.


The group of female board members had accused the AFL of being ‘wimpish’ in its response to the scandal and questioned the meaning of the league’s respect and responsibility policy.


Demetriou didn’t like it and told them so over cut sandwiches.


‘I felt like I had left the school principal’s office,’ Alberti reflected. ‘My opinion on the matter was worthless in his eyes. How dare I have an opinion. I am only a woman.’19


More often than not, the behaviours at AFL House are tolerated by members of the commission, or they simply have no idea it’s happening.


***


A disproportionate number of white alpha males, usually hailing from prestigious Melbourne private schools or A-grade amateur football clubs, have filled the league’s top posts. ‘If you go to a Uni Blues–Old Xaverians game on a Saturday arvo you’ll see more AFL executives than you would at the MCG on Anzac Day,’ one ex-league executive quipped of the clique that runs the game.


Concerns were raised in 2018 when a plum AFL job was handed to the brother of senior AFL executive Travis Auld instead of being advertised. ‘Surely if you are going to appoint a bloke’s brother you’ve got to run a process,’ one club chief complained.20


‘Typically, when you deal with the AFL, you deal with people who don’t have overly impressive backgrounds, because more often than not they are there because of who they know and not on merit,’ another industry figure explained. ‘It’s rare to meet someone new at AFL House who isn’t already known within the place. And when dealing with these people, they invariably take the position that they are doing you a favour, even though they are asking you to do something for them. They think it’s a privilege for you to deal with them.’


In an incident that wouldn’t have been out of place at the New York broking house Stratton Oakmont, depicted in the Hollywood hit movie The Wolf of Wall Street, league executive Darren Birch once swam across Victoria Harbour in front of AFL House, with dozens of hollering staff lined up along the causeway, after he lost a bet to McLachlan.


McLachlan recounted the story during an internal staff speech in October 2020. ‘He was working for me and I always thought he was sandbagging his targets and so we put an aggressive target out and he said, “I’ll get that,”’ McLachlan said. ‘And the bet was, if he got it, I had to swim from the NAB building across to Central Pier, across that filthy harbour – and if he missed it, he had to swim.


‘Now, history says that for one of the few times Darren missed the target and I remember hundreds of people lined up as Darren risked all sorts of diseases. He swam across that filthy harbour with his teeth out and a swimming cap and goggles on.


‘That was how it’s been. We get stuff done and if we don’t we honour our deals, and it’s all done with good fun.’21


Representatives of one major AFL sponsor were left stunned during a contract renegotiation when a senior AFL executive became so incensed at being asked to explain the rationale behind some projected AFL growth figures that he stormed out of the meeting.


‘The sponsor and the remaining AFL staff sat there speechless,’ a witness said.


So sensitive was the AFL to scrutiny, that at one point it attempted to ban consultancy company Gemba from taking part in negotiations relating to a client’s sponsorship renewal. ‘They soon realised that this may be illegal and broadened it to all client agencies before eventually dropping the policy,’ a football figure said. ‘The sponsor had never experienced anything like it.’


The hubris spilled over during a round of TV rights negotiations when an order came from above to search AFL headquarters for bugs. A team of surveillance experts trawled through the building in search of covert listening devices and suspicious signals.


‘It was Andrew Demetriou’s idea,’ a senior league figure said. The then-AFL chief executive wanted to be certain his lucrative negotiations with would-be broadcast partners weren’t being compromised by industrial espionage.


‘You just can’t be [too careful],’ Demetriou later said. ‘The information that we hold is very commercially sensitive … we go through the proper risk management and we have all our phones and our headquarters swept, of course we do.’22


Nothing was ever found, of course, but it gave an insight into the psyche of the men roaming the corridors of power.


‘It says a lot about the mindset of an organisation when they think it’s necessary to sweep their offices for illegal bugging devices,’ an AFL stakeholder said. ‘It makes you wonder if they are judging people by their own standards. I mean, seriously, did they really think it was possible that Channel 7 or Network 9 had approved somebody to break into their offices at night and plant these devices? It’s delusional, even as important as Demetriou thought his broadcast negotiations were.’


But by the time Demetriou handed in his badge, the AFL was the envy of Australian sport, entrenched in the five major states, generating revenues and newspaper column inches that rival codes could only dream about.


The secret formula, apart from the appeal of a game embedded deep into the cultures of Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania since the late 1800s, was rampant capitalism at head office and a strictly controlled socialist framework at club level.


Stronger teams were curtailed by the salary cap, a national draft and unequal annual cash distributions designed to bridge the gap between the richer and poorer clubs.


In 2018, the Gold Coast Suns, the league’s seventeenth club, received $25 million in funding, struggling St Kilda got $20.6 million and wealthy clubs like Hawthorn and Collingwood were allocated less than $11 million.


The AFL even bankrolls the salaries of the game’s 850 players under tripartite contract agreements between head office, the clubs and the men who put on the show.


The AFL’s goal was to engineer a system similar to the NFL in the United States where teams were said to be so evenly matched they could beat any other team on ‘any given Sunday’.


But what also emerged was a system of dependence and fortified barriers to proper scrutiny.


Criticism was either ignored or punished until the complainant was brought to heel or simply banished from the game.


To understand the twenty-first century AFL you have to rewind to the late 1970s and early 1980s when footy was still a tribal game, played on muddy suburban grounds, and the professional age was in its infancy.


From there, the origins of a commission system that would be overrun by a boys’ club can be found.
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