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  Even pampered players like Adrian Mutu deserve equal justice




  August 2008




  Some say Adrian Mutu took drugs and deserves everything he gets. This might be legitimate were it applied consistently to all, including Rio Ferdinand, given that failure to

  test is as serious as failing one (otherwise everyone would simply avoid being tested).




  The background to the Mutu case, which stemmed from his failed drugs test in 2004 while he was still a Chelsea player, is interesting. Before it blew up Mutu was in poor form; he was in conflict

  with Jose Mourinho for declaring himself unfit for Chelsea, but playing internationally a few days later.




  When Mutu tested positive for cocaine use (only performance enhancing in the mind of the user) Chelsea had a conundrum. If they accepted the fundamental breach of contract, they could summarily

  dismiss Mutu and not pay the rest of his contract. However, who then owned Mutu’s registration? If not them, it was the FA and they could not withhold permission for Mutu’s transfer,

  seeking to force a fee from a buyer.




  Having failed to get money from Juventus, the club Mutu left Stamford Bridge to join, Chelsea prosecuted their claim through an arbitration clause in Mutu’s contract. In 2005 they lodged

  an £8.4 million claim with the Premier League. They succeeded, Mutu appealed. On appeal Chelsea were awarded £9.6 million; Mutu appealed.




  Chelsea were then awarded damages of £13.8 million by Fifa’s Dispute Resolution Chamber (DRC) comprising two player representatives, two club representatives from FIFPro (the world

  body for players’ associations) and a chairman. The DRC have no fixed rules of evidence and are governed by Swiss, not UK, law. FIFPro have now publicly disagreed with the decision, so it

  must have been a deadlocked vote with the chairman having the casting vote. The award is curious.




  In 2005 Chelsea claimed their loss was £8.4 million; how could it have increased by £5.4 million only two years later? Further, Chelsea confirm they asked for no specific sum and on

  appeal it is not usual for any further evidence to be allowed.




  Some representatives on the DRC are legally qualified, but they are not experienced civil court judges. Moreover, if the case were brought in a UK civil court, strict rules of evidence would

  apply. Chelsea would have to prove their loss by using an expert whose duty is to the court, not the litigant. I do not believe this is the appropriate forum for the making of a potentially

  far-reaching legal precedent. Although I often feel antipathy to pampered players, I do not accept that they are entitled to a lesser standard of justice than anybody else.




  Finally, you wonder why Chelsea have not pursued former goalkeeper Mark Bosnich. Could this be because he had no transfer value and is now bankrupt, or am I being unduly cynical?
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  Team GB’s Beijing success more to do with professional approach than budget




  August 2008




  The government claims their tripling of funding for elite sport, to £265 million, is in part responsible for the success of Team GB in Beijing. However, the claim

  compares funding over four-year cycles between Games. Until two years ago, extra funding was only £2 million above the Sydney cycle of £63 million; the £200 million extra funding

  was announced in the first budget after London was awarded the 2012 Games.




  This hike in funding had more to do with having to back the London Games with solid cash, rather than a conscious effort to increase the chances of those presently competing. Not all of this

  extra sum has been distributed to athletes and, in any event, the long-term preparations undertaken by the members of Team GB started when funding by the government had increased imperceptibly.




  The main reason for the increased success is the professionalism of those sports which have given their athletes the best possible preparation; that, and money from the National Lottery, the

  creation of which Labour opposed.
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  BNP must not poison England’s patriotism




  October 2009




  Patriotism will be the watchword for World Cup 2010 and, though much improved, the behaviour of England fans will necessarily trumpet national superiority. Nick Griffin of the

  BNP is on Question Time on Thursday. He never misses a chance to tell us he is a patriot, so it is to be presumed that he will be supporting the English football team in the 2010 World

  Cup.




  How does he square this with his party’s policy of repatriation of anyone whose ancestors do not come from the earliest settlers here after the last great Ice Age, as complemented by the

  historic migrations from mainland Europe (the BNP’s definition of indigenous Britons)? Patriotic? Rubbish. If you took his definition, hardly any of Capello’s last starting XI would be

  playing.




  Not that this point would stop the far right from hijacking football if they could. You only have to look at the way the BNP has misappropriated British military emblems to see that. As an

  aside, someone should ask Griffin how, in our finest hour, the Battle of Britain could have been won without the non-indigenous pilots from the Canadian and Polish air forces.




  History should have taught us that movements, such as the National Socialist German Workers Party, which later formed the Nazi Party, are adept at exploiting opportunities to advance their cause

  as and when they occur. Political disaffection is turned into divisiveness and masked under a cynical respectability, with patriotism the core appeal.




  All this threatens to undermine the huge efforts of the UK football authorities to rid their grounds of this ignorant and offensive behaviour. They must have been tempted to think that they had

  removed this problem for good, but that would be to misunderstand the nature of the problem.




  Football has little credibility when it blames society for its ills of abusive swearing, boorishness and violence but it does have a legitimate claim to not being the author of its racism

  problems. Unlike other forms of unacceptable behaviour, racism is sometimes politically motivated and supported; in times past its adherents have used sport and other forms of social entertainment

  like books, films and TV and radio shows to propagate their divisive message.




  Tribalism in football is more easily exploited than other organised gatherings because it creates ‘us and them’ in every game. Most people are able to see this for what it is, a

  necessary mindset for sporting contests, but if you have been to any ground recently you can see that the temporary ‘hatred’ needs not too much redirecting to make it a wholly different

  thing.




  It is crucial that Griffin and the BNP are not allowed to poison the fans’ support of what is still only a football team, however much emotion is invested in their success.




  If you think that this is feigned, politically correct, offence-taking then you only have to look at the racist controversies at games involving Millwall, Cardiff, Crystal Palace, Stoke, Bolton

  and West Ham, to name but a few. That not all the complaints were proven does not lessen the need for proper investigation of all such matters.




  And if you doubt where this can lead to, look at ethnic cleansing or, more recently, the disgraceful and underplayed violence by the far right that this year forced 40 Polish nationals and 100

  Romanians to flee Belfast. It is because of this potential that it is unacceptable for football’s global governing bodies to hide behind initiatives, such as Football Against Racism in

  Europe.




  All this is ultimately futile if the punishments handed down to countries, clubs and players are not sufficiently severe to deter. In 2004, no action was taken against Spain’s national

  coach, Luis Aragones, for calling Thierry Henry a ‘black s***’. The same year, black England players suffered sustained monkey chants in a game against Spain, whose federation was fined

  £56,000 by Uefa – less than half a week’s wages of your average Real Madrid galactico.




  Sepp Blatter, the Fifa president, said, ‘Now that the clubs and associations have an obligation to find a solution, they will find the solutions necessary to eliminate this plague.’

  No doubt Blatter relies on the amendment to article 55 of the Fifa disciplinary code, which sets out minimum punishments for racist behaviour.




  This is not enough, certainly if you leave it up to the Spanish. Last year the Royal Spanish Football Federation fined Atletico Madrid €6,000 (£5,400) when their fans racially abused

  Espanyol’s Carlos Kameni. In January they cracked down on Real Madrid, whose fans made fascist gestures and chanted fascist slogans, by imposing a whopping €3,900 (£3,510) fine;

  the club spent about £330.7 million on transfers between 2008 and 2009. No swift remedial action there; in fact no action at all. Contrast the speed of denunciation and action over minor

  blemishes such as the Eduardo ‘dive’ by Blatter and Michel Platini, the president of Uefa.




  There are too many incidents from Eastern Europe to mention here, but examples like these illustrate the growing problem. Last year Zenit St Petersburg’s own coach, Dick Advocaat, admitted

  the club’s supporters were racist after they abused black French players. In March 2008, the Serbian club Borac Cacak’s fans attacked Ghanaian player Solomon Opoku; two years earlier,

  37 fans were arrested after racially abusing their own player Zimbabwean Mike Temwanjera. The problem of anti-Semitism in Polish football has drawn international criticism. It was named as one of

  the worst offenders in British MP John Mann’s report, which describes anti-Semitic incidents in 18 countries across Europe.




  Fifa’s invitation to the Polish FA to join the fight against racism is wholly inadequate. Playing football internationally, or indeed at all, is not an inalienable right. Why did Fifa

  simply not say to any country, club or player that they are welcome, but only under common standards of behaviour? Fulfil them and you play; fail them and you do not.




  Finally, given that allegations of racism are easily made and always affect the person accused, the seriousness of the charge demands that if a complainant is proved to have fabricated an

  allegation, he or she should be dealt with as severely as would be a person found guilty of racism.
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  When and why did ‘old-fashioned’ rucking become illegal?




  January 2010




  Over the past few months I have been conducting a strange and secret test. With whispered conversations in the corners of quiet rooms; during lonely hours in the garden office

  replaying old VHS tapes and hours watching ESPN classics at unseemly times of night; far from the prying eyes of the International Rugby Board lawmakers and their acolytes, I have been

  investigating the greatest taboo in rugby.




  I was trying to answer two questions: at what point did ‘old-fashioned’ rucking become illegal; and what was the real evidence of serious injury that led to its removal?




  First of all let us be exact about what I mean by rucking. Many people I spoke to remember the injuries J.P.R. Williams and Phil de Glanville suffered during rucks, but their lacerations were

  not caused by rucking but by illegal stamping/raking above the neck. What I mean by rucking is the removal of prone players on the wrong side of the ball by the backward use of the foot; not

  stamping and not contact with the knee and ankle joints.




  The further I got into my quest and the more people I talked to the stranger the whole experience became. It seems that this subject has produced a bizarre amnesia in even the most informed

  observers. Nobody from the lowest casual watcher to the very highest-qualified international player or coach was prepared to be absolute in their proffered answer as to the precise point at which

  rucking was outlawed.




  There must be a point at which the practice of removing illegally obstructive players with the foot was condemned, but I cannot find it and nobody has been able to help. I remember being at a

  meeting when the IRB referee manager, Paddy O’Brien, stated that handling the ball in a ruck was to be allowed ‘because it in fact legalised what was going on anyway’ –

  ignoring the fact that it only happened because referees were failing to do their job.




  I need your assistance to identify the similar pronouncement in respect of the rucking of players.




  All the evidence available on film and from anecdote supported the fact that rucking produced quicker and cleaner ball than the present mess that is the breakdown today. Everyone could remember,

  and the footage is there, scrum-halves sweeping the ball off the floor in one continuous passing movement – free from interference from infringing players and without having to step over and

  dig in-between the legs of players in a heap.




  Furthermore and of crucial importance in the world of ‘space-challenged’ professional rugby was the fact that far more players were committed to the ruck area and its immediate

  environs than is the case today.




  The crucial point of injury also brought more prevarication from witnesses. Every person I have spoken to thought that they ought to be able to recall incidents whereby rucking, which looks to

  the outsider to be a dangerous practice, had caused a serious injury, yet nobody could cite one. As above, they could refer to incidents of foul play but then they had to agree that those acts were

  illegal and not proper examples of rucking.




  From this comes the question: on what evidence of serious risk or injury to players was this practice removed? Was it based on hard evidence or, as I strongly suspect, was it based on perception

  and the fact that it might scare off would-be participants (of which there was no evidence either)?




  Given the figures for injuries in the tackle and scrum areas that are deemed to be acceptable as part of a game involving repeated violent collisions, you would have expected that rucking must

  have produced similar or worse figures. Surely the IRB would not have simply removed an effective part of the game without reliable evidence?




  Those against the return of rucking should be made to produce their evidence of its nefarious effects before they are allowed to go any further with their refusal even to discuss the return of a

  measure which was universally popular and remains so with the majority of rugby people.




  It has to be admitted that to the average sports watcher the art of rucking looks primitive. Were similar contact allowed in football you would have nearly every player rolling around for

  extended periods and Didier Drogba would hardly ever get off the floor. However, just because it doesn’t look nice is not a reason to kowtow to the litigation-avoidance brigade; especially

  when they cannot back up their claims to be protecting the allegedly vulnerable.




  Finally, one thing most people said to me in hushed tones was that actually they quite liked giving and getting a bit of a ‘shoeing’.
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  Why the Brendan Venter saga is so ominous




  May 2010




  Brendan Venter, the Saracens head coach, has been appealing against a Rugby Football Union ban for his behaviour at a recent game against Leicester. One of his submissions to

  the disciplinary hearing was that the behaviour of his opposite number, Richard Cockerill, was similarly poor yet brought forth no charges. This was a questionable tactic, and even if Venter had a

  point, it is not one that excuses his behaviour.




  The pair’s conduct fuelled banter between the supporters of the two sides which has subsequently turned ugly. Segregation of the fans in the Guinness Premiership final between the two

  clubs at Twickenham on Saturday has been seriously discussed.




  Martyn Thomas, of the RFU’s management board, says that nobody is bigger than the game and he is right. Let rugby be in no doubt, these sort of things are the start of a slide towards

  practices which blight football and which have now become so commonplace that football feels unable to do anything about them.




  Both coaches say they are passionate men and thereby their excesses are excusable. They are not. I understand their behaviour but the wider good of the game is far more important. What they have

  to understand is that rugby is not required to accommodate them and, if it does, it creates a precedent which can develop only one way – and that way should be avoided at all costs.
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  A good start for Hugh Robertson




  June 2010




  If many of the proposed reforms announced by the new Minister for Sport, Hugh Robertson, appear familiar to readers, it may be because they were prefaced in many of my previous

  columns.




  As long ago as last June I said that Sport England was failing UK sport, and Robertson’s verdict that recently declared it ‘dysfunctional’ and far too politicised was correct

  and should have been made by the previous government. Robertson’s solution of amalgamating Sport England, UK Sport and the Youth Sport Trust into one organisation, housed in the same

  building, was called for in my column in April this year.




  Then, on 20 May, I highlighted the need to protect the 2012 London Games legacy and protect sport’s share of Lottery funding. Robertson has just announced that sport is to be given

  National Lottery funds worth an extra £50 million a year from 2012 and a share increased to 20 per cent of such funds to secure that legacy.




  Even the most insidious challenge of all, identified in the same article, posed by the Independent Safeguarding Authority and its vetting and barring scheme for adults working with children, is

  to be modified. I suspect this is due to budgetary constraints but why does not matter; the alteration of this potentially ruinous scheme is good news; a good start and two cheers for

  Robertson.
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  Jamie Carragher’s return causes far more concern than Capello Index




  May 2010




  In portraying Fabio Capello’s link to the Capello Index as a serious matter, the footballing media are badly out of step with the average England football fan who appears

  more capable than seasoned watchers of placing this issue in the correct place in the scale of ‘scandals’, i.e. it is a minor distraction.




  OK, it need not have been there at all and is surprising given Capello’s previous astuteness in handling much more difficult problems, like John Terry’s demotion from the England

  captaincy, and it has opened a small chink for hungry scandalmongers to exploit.




  However, if there is no financial link it should be greeted with a shrug of the shoulders as something that would have been better not to have taken place, but in essence is not serious,

  especially when set off against Capello’s record since he took the England manager’s job.




  Compare this affair to previous events that took place before past tournaments like the fallout from Glenn Hoddle’s dropping of Paul Gascoigne in 1998, the multiple controversies of

  Sven-Goran Eriksson’s reign, David Beckham’s metatarsal and so on, and England have been given a relatively free run-in in terms of negative incidents.




  In any event, what does it matter about how Capello rates his players? They all know he does this every time he announces the team. Whatever way Capello assesses his players there will be room

  for criticism because judgement is always subjective. What should cause some concern are the 30 players Capello has had to choose for his enlarged squad and what this says about the strength of

  English football and England’s chances of winning the World Cup.




  Barring a couple of personal favourites the vast majority of fans would agree that Capello chose England’s best available players. However, when you look at the options available you can

  see that England’s challenge balances on the smallest of ledges and is dependent on the gods looking favourably on the team. That some of the precariousness is due to the structure of English

  football is an unacceptable state of affairs.




  Capello’s insistence that he would pick only players that were on form, were playing regular first-team football and were fully fit went out of the window when he surveyed the wreckage of

  a season where no proper rest was built in to aid players to prepare for the biggest of tournaments.




  Compare this to the three-week Christmas break given to Germany’s players. It is said that Germany always do well in World Cups; well, there is a reason for that and it is called

  preparation.




  Those who champion the Premier League as the best in the world should also ask: why is it that it cannot produce just two English players in each position, both unarguably of international

  standard?




  Defensively Capello has chosen six centre-backs, three left-backs and one right-back. Without even knowing the team or the players, that bald statistic shows that an injury at right-back leaves

  a problem. When you add to this the knowledge that the right-back is Glen Johnson, who is not the most renowned defender in world football, you know things are not ideal to start with.




  When you add that cover is likely to be given by Jamie Carragher you really have got issues. Carragher’s case is founded on two points: firstly, the fact that he used to play there, and

  secondly, that he is cover for three centre-backs, Terry, Rio Ferdinand and Ledley King, none of whom you can say for certain will last the tournament.




  The first observation to make about this state of affairs is that England should not have to go into any tournament without two specialist players in every position. Making do is not good enough

  when you compete with the rest of the world. Further, Carragher’s form has not been good enough this season to justify a role as first-choice replacement for the centre-back position.




  Finally, any player who refuses to play for his country should not be given the chance thereafter. Any other stance can be called pragmatism; it can also be called a betrayal of principle and

  what signal does it send out about the minor accolade of representing your country?




  Are we now a nation that in footballing terms has no pride in what representing England means? Is all to be sacrificed on the altar of convenience? This is a widespread view among football fans

  and yet in this regard the media have given the point of view little or no prominence; it is a much bigger and more noteworthy point than Capello’s website.




  Defensively England could, with one unfortunate clash of bones, find themselves with at best a makeshift back four and behind them no goalkeeper that can demonstrate ability, form and

  experience; all of which have been present with previous selections in that position.




  Midfield gives no similar concern, although Steven Gerrard’s form has to come back for him to retain his place and without Joe Cole there is no spark of inventiveness. Aaron Lennon should

  be retained but the advocacy for Shaun Wright-Phillips and Theo Walcott is not firmly based. The last two mentioned have only attracted interest as to whether they will start for their clubs and

  neither has demonstrated anything other than flashes of potential.




  Up front Capello has to pray that Wayne Rooney lasts for the whole of England’s challenge because the other players are not among the world’s leading strikers. Darren Bent, Peter

  Crouch, Jermain Defoe or Emile Heskey – none of these players has regularly gained plaudits in the Premier League, let alone at international level, and they have not been tried in

  combination for any meaningful number of games.




  With a fit first XI, England may have a chance of winning the World Cup; with anything less they are doomed to repeat the past years of hurt and the golden generation will have been

  squandered.
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  Calm down, England, it’s only the phoney war – real hysteria is coming




  May 2010




  It is England’s football fans who need to keep their nerve not Fabio Capello and his players. From now until England either win (preferably) or get knocked out of the

  World Cup there will be little else in the media.




  You may have forgotten, or at least tried to, that the coverage will be all-encompassing and that it has a marked effect on the English psyche. The mass hysteria that is on the way is not one in

  which people lose all semblance of will; it is more unusual than that. What is created is a compulsion to comment, and most of the multitude of comments will be notable only because of their

  stupidity. Armchair professionals and would-be/could-have-been international sportsmen will opine sagely on any and all facets of English football.




  There will be a divided nation; all wanting England to win and approaching each minute piece of news with solemn consideration yet reacting in different ways.




  On the one hand you will have the know-all-know-nothings. Pessimists at heart, they will become most expert on the topic on which they are least qualified to comment. Indolent lard-arses will

  criticise players’ fitness levels; some with the tactical nous of a radish will berate Capello for his use of one system over another; with the miracle of hindsight, many more will tell you

  they knew it all along.




  On the other side of the national divide will be those who approach their support as a faith. As is the way with zealots they will be less entertaining but messianic in their proclamations for

  ‘Ingerland’. As a mantra they will urge, if not demand, that we ‘get behind the lads’ whatever the results or level of performance. They will laud quite ordinary players as

  ‘world-clarse’ and display wilful ignorance concerning anything that might suggest England are not the best team in the world – oh, and by the way, anyone not in agreement is a

  traitor.




  The aftermath of England’s laboured win over Mexico saw the beginning of the inexorable path to frenzy, with sucking of the teeth and rumblings about Steven Gerrard, which were countered

  by the first rallying calls to back the boys. During one phone-in on TalkSport Radio, the caller managed to say this fourteen times in a two-minute call.




  The fact is that pre-tournament games tell you almost nothing about how a team will compete when the tournament starts. The absence of almost half of Capello’s intended first XI against

  Mexico on Monday ensured that this was so. It will be the same when it comes to the final warm-up game against Japan on Sunday, even if a near-full team is selected.




  For players it is impossible to shake out the knowledge that this is not the real deal and though they may say that 100 per cent attention is given, they will have reserved some part of their

  thoughts for South Africa. There is nothing wrong with this and nothing Capello can do anyway. The only thing you can hope for is that none of the players gets injured.




  So for the media and public, let’s stamp down the surges of passion and keep it for when it really counts because as certain as all the above is, there will be incidents that rightly

  provoke our indignation.




  It is manifest that there will be another outrageous World Cup injustice that could have been avoided by the use of technology. This will be followed by Fifa’s refusal to try the same and

  will be accompanied by the ridiculous and dull claim that ‘it evens itself out in the end’. Actually, the World Cup, with its limited number of games, half of which are sudden death, is

  the last place where things like this even themselves out. The victim of the wrong might not qualify for the finals for another twelve years.




  It is when this clamour is reaching its height that Capello and his squad need to excuse themselves, at least mentally, from the scene. It is very difficult to enforce a ban on accessing the

  news, given the number of platforms on which it is available and, unless a player is very strong-willed, widespread criticism will affect him, even if he believes this not to be the case. Praise is

  not without its possible pitfalls; self-belief is welcome, indeed necessary, but self-importance is too often the reaction to preternatural adulation. If the temptation to browse can be enforced or

  resisted, it would aid Capello’s campaign no end.
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  Fabio Capello should tell his players earlier, but keep opponents guessing




  June 2010




  The practice of Fabio Capello and other football managers of not naming their team until a couple of hours before kick-off has been a hot topic for conversation at the World

  Cup.




  One of Capello’s England players, Wayne Rooney, has dismissed the clamour for the line-up to be named earlier, saying, ‘At club level we find out two hours before kick-off so

  it’s no different.’




  Advocates of the late announcement claim that it keeps players on their toes, as they are not certain of selection, and prevents the opposition being given advance notice of the final XI,

  thereby preventing detailed work being done to combat that selection.




  The first point should not be a consideration when it comes to international sport. Any player who needs to be kept on his toes should not be playing at that level. Moreover, if, as the

  policy’s proponents claim, players prepare as though they are to play, why do they need keeping on their toes?




  The second claim has some merit. However, it is unlikely that whatever combination is eventually announced has not been the subject of thought and preparation by an opposing manager and his

  staff, and the actual advantage gained is probably less than imagined. Additionally, the implication in this pretence is that a team does not have complete confidence in themselves. An advance

  announcement assumes that a team is confident that whatever preparation is done by an opponent, they are good enough to prevail. ‘Let them worry about us’ is the common descriptor.




  Rooney’s comments were made in reference to his club’s policy. In a club season there are going to be about fifty such moments and with this is the consolation of a player knowing

  they will probably have another chance if they are not selected. A World Cup, where England might play only three games, is entirely different. More reliable would be a player’s behaviour and

  reaction to whether he was picked for a cup final. Further, Rooney is an automatic choice for his club and therefore does not face the agony of awaiting a marginal decision each week. I suspect he

  might have a different view if each selection was in the balance for him.




  Most players waiting for such a decision might also force themselves to confront the challenges provided by their opponents in the next game, but at least some of their mental energy is focused

  internally and laterally at their contenders for selection within the squad. It is human nature to try to lessen expectation as a way of lessening the hurt that comes with not being picked; bear in

  mind that a player carries not just his own hopes but those of his family and friends.




  A period of time is needed to deal with rejection before a player then re-commits to the wider cause and publicly supports somebody who has been given the place the rejected player believes

  should be his. Some players can do this quickly; most cannot, and certainly not in a couple of hours.




  All these negatives can be avoided by announcing the team early to the squad and maintaining the surprise element by handing the team sheet in at the last possible moment.




  On a different note, Capello’s line on criticisms from Franz Beckenbauer that England look nervous and have regressed to ‘kick and rush’ football seems to be to feign

  indifference. This is probably correct publicly. In private, it could be a useful coaching aid – it should remind players not to resort to lumping long balls into the box when things get

  tough.




  Beckenbauer’s comments about there being too many foreign players in the Premier League are right, but there is no logic in claiming this is connected with an alleged return to primitive

  football; the thing most foreign players do not do is kick and rush.




  As for Michael Ballack’s claim that German players are always totally prepared; he is right, but that this is not so with England is not the fault of any England player or manager. The

  blame lies with a combination of the Football Association and the Premier League and – though they will not like it – the fans of those clubs. Their unwillingness to allow a significant

  reduction in fixtures in a World Cup year and their inability to agree a winter break handicaps every England player and manager.




  Patriotism is a temporary state for the English football fan; it is not for the German and that is the difference. It is not about what you say and how loud you say it; it is about what you do

  and when you do it.
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  Intelligence and attitude help England confound the critics




  June 2010




  It should not need a crisis to bring forth a performance commensurate with the rewards and talents possessed by the England football team, but whatever way they found the

  inspiration to beat Slovenia it was welcomed by millions of supporters, many of whom had feared the worst.




  That England were not going to be as abjectly awful as in their first two group games was immediately apparent from the body language displayed when they arrived on the pitch in Port

  Elizabeth.




  This performance exposed the supposed wisdom which has rained from all quarters on Fabio Capello for what it is – nonsense.




  For a start, any system utilised by a team necessarily assumes it will be executed competently. When players do not pass, control or compete for the ball, it matters not what system is in place.

  The material differences between Wednesday’s and the previous games show that the definitive factor in how well England play is not what formation they adopt at the start of the game. The

  much derided 4–4–2 system continued by manager Fabio Capello was used, as it should be, as an outline, not as a commandment set in stone.




  Throughout the game Wayne Rooney, Jermain Defoe and Steven Gerrard reacted to what was happening around them and altered their positioning from left to centre, occasionally right and back again.

  As a result they presented easier targets for their mid-field and pulled the Slovenian centre-backs all over the place. This fluidity was augmented by something that was conspicuously absent

  against the United States and Algeria. Selfless runs were made by all the midfield players who, while knowing that a majority would not result in them receiving the ball, also knew they attracted

  defenders.




  The above two facts meant that easier passes were available, more space was created and crucially, in James Milner, they at last had a wide player who could deliver the ball properly. The

  cliché that all defenders fear pace means little on its own. It might frighten full-backs, but it does not cause a stir with central defenders if the ball sails harmlessly off target.




  Further evidence of spirit within the England camp came from covering tackles by John Terry, Matthew Upson and Ashley Cole, and late in the game when defenders threw their bodies in the way to

  block shots. In the previous two games you would have been pushed to see anyone run an extra inch for the cause.




  A sober look at what England have done thus far has to record that they failed to top a relatively easy group and scored just twice. Nothing Capello’s men have shown will cause angst for

  their forthcoming opponents.




  It is difficult to predict confidently that England will build on a much improved performance, but the fact that they have recorded a win should not be underestimated. They came into the

  Slovenia game with a welter of criticism – most of it justified – ringing in their ears and had heaped greater pressure on themselves than necessary. Victory means they will not have to

  contend with the psychological handicap of humiliation lurking at the back of their minds. If they do not progress further it will be hugely disappointing but not ignominious.




  Forget about rigid systems; intelligence built on attitude is far more important.




  Only those with excessive expectation will utterly condemn England if they go no further. The truth is that, while talented, most of England’s players are not truly world class and it was

  foolish to contend they were in the first place. However, given that many England fans and much of its media seem not to concur, there may still be a lot of recrimination to come.
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  World Cup 2010: English football has only itself to blame for its failings




  July 2010




  Much of the anger accompanying the four-yearly whinge about the state of English international football is caused by the knowledge that whatever is said, nothing will be done

  to address the real problems. These are legion and are not limited to those arising directly out of the World Cup failure.




  It is convenient that there is a foreigner, Fabio Capello, to blame. Doesn’t know the English psyche; can’t understand modern tactics; where is his international pedigree? He is

  culpable, apparently, because he assumed grown men would be able to prepare for the most important tournament of their lives without complaining of boredom. He foolishly supposed that fêted

  players would be able to perform basic skills and appreciate simple tactical issues.




  It will be interesting to see what the players have to say. Will they be honest and accept most of the blame or will they blame Capello? Brutal self-assessment is one hallmark of the true

  competitor; are they sufficiently professional to endure such a searching examination?




  Myriad solutions have been proffered, but while an English manager, 4–5–1 and a winter break might help, they will not solve the problems. The long-delayed national academy is

  needed, but football still ignores the value of insisting that its young players receive and achieve a proper education. Other countries, including Australia and France, have specialist schools and

  academies for many sports, ensuring their students receive good coaching and leave with genuine qualifications.




  If football is serious about addressing the whole of a young player’s development it should embrace the opportunity afforded in the new Academies Bill and create its own specialist

  schools. Not only would this create better professionals, it would greatly assist the 99 per cent of kids who do not make it and who are thrown on to the scrap heap.




  Many commentators have called for more football people to be in power at the Football Association, though they do not define what constitutes such a person. But how many professional or former

  players genuinely want to spend their time in committee meetings? How many have the nous to succeed as administrators?




  There is also the attitude of present and recently retired players to coaching. How often is it heard, ‘You can’t teach me anything in a classroom.’ Yes, you can; you can teach

  how to teach, which is all that coaching is. Possessing technical knowledge is useless if you cannot transmit it effectively, and the pitch is one place where you cannot learn to do this.




  To this can be added football’s dismissal of almost anything proposed by anyone not considered an insider. Ideas and practices from other sports are dismissed without proper thought, and

  comments, even when apposite, are dispatched with idiotic phrases such as, ‘What do you know about football?’ and ‘Show us your medals.’




  Retrospective citing; zero tolerance of abuse to officials; the 10-yard advancement of free kicks – all have been ignored. Given this wilful blindness, it is unsurprising that other sports

  say of football’s difficulties: it is your own fault.




  Consider the treatment, even the language, used against the few individuals brave enough to try to bring an outside perspective to the FA. Lord Triesman and Ian Watmore, both successful people

  in their own right, were arrogantly dismissed as ‘suits’. They were not insiders, but they did know about debt, unsustainable business practices, corporate governance – the

  inconvenient truths. If supposed footballing people know so much, why is the sport in this mess?




  One of the demanded remedies is that the government funds more all-weather football pitches. The notion that taxpayers’ cash should be provided to a sport awash with money is particularly

  abhorrent given the economic climate.




  Football chooses to squander its wealth by over-rewarding its professionals, some of whom have just proved that they cannot deliver under pressure or when faced with something they do not like.

  Twickenham was built without public money and cricket takes its internationals around the country. The sight of gluttonous football with its hand out lies ill with every other English sport –

  save tennis – where funds are desperately needed. It seems that football is nobody else’s business until it wants help, when it suddenly becomes a national treasure.




  English football is hopelessly conflicted and the fundamental question it has to ask itself is which of the following alternatives does it want?




  Football can have a Premier League that is undeniably exciting, has huge revenue and is a strong global brand; a league that does contribute to the financial wellbeing of the rest of the game.

  It is also built on debt, overpays just one section of its employees, has allowed several of its top clubs to be controlled by foreign business interests and appears powerless to prevent similar

  control of its remaining clubs. Most importantly, it needs continued immediate success and accepts business practices that are similarly short-term. With this goes an unsuccessful national team and

  an ineffective FA.
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