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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 11 November 2008 

Repeat:  Sunday 16 November 2008 

 

Producer:  Paul Grant 

Reporter:  Simon Cox 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY OF FOOTBALL MATCH 

 

COX: Football has turned a deep shade of red.  It’s spent the 

last ten years on a massive spending spree, but it has maxed out on its cards, the banks are 

wary about lending any more money and rich sugar daddies are thin on the ground. In 

tonight’s File on 4 we investigate the scale of football’s debt, how it will be penalised by the 

recent cut in interest rates, and how tens of millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money is being 

used to subsidise the game. 

 

SWEET: Many people have called the Inland Revenue or the 

HMRC the Bank for Football.  It’s the population that’s subsidising football clubs and that’s 

wrong for the taxpayer. 

 

COX: And we ask, why should the rules be different for 

football? 

 

BATCHELOR: Football has to understand that it is no different than 

any other business, and if we take a business on that doesn’t work and we can’t make it 

work, then it should shut. 



 

 

2 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF FOOTBALL TRAINING 

 

TRAINER: Switch!  Open it up!  Yes … 

 

COX: Port Vale are hoping their players can perform well 

enough to get them up the table and maybe win promotion.  Now in the bottom tier of the 

Football League, the club is facing tough times. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH CHAIRMAN ON BALCONY 

 

BRATT: These are the sponsorship boxes.  If we go out on the 

balcony we see there’s eight seats outside for each box and you get a fantastic view of the 

pitch. 

 

COX: Port Vale have never been a glamour club, but in 

recent years they’ve always managed to fill their corporate boxes. This season that’s not the 

case – a quarter are empty and the team need every penny they can get, as their chairman, 

Bill Bratt, says the credit crunch has hit them hard. 

 

BRATT: It is having a massive effect on the club.  Companies 

are all going bump, people are finding things very difficult, they’ve got to tighten their belts, 

so the first thing that goes is advertising boards, boxes and all the rest of the things that we 

depend on for income.  Last year we lost round about £200,000.  Our anticipated losses next 

year will be at least doubled. 

 

COX: Are you looking at maybe having to make cuts in staff 

or redundancy, things like that? 

 

BRATT: Yes, we have got to make cuts.  We are looking at 

redundancies at the present time, so it is going to be a very difficult situation this next twelve 

months for us and every Football League club. 

 

ACTUALITY ON FOOTBALL FIELD 
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COX: Down on the pitch there may be plenty of adverts 

flanking the lush green turf, but on closer inspection Port Vale’s commercial director, Mike 

Aldridge, says they are not quite what they seem. 

If we have a look round here at some of these hoardings then – building contractor, roofers, 

another contractor, mortgages, property.  Are all of these still with you or have any of them 

changed? 

 

CULLERTON: The majority are sold, but rather than upset them, 

depress things by showing an empty space we fill boards sometimes with properties that 

aren’t sold.  It makes the ground look better and gives the impression of completeness.  But 

no, I think Port Vale, along with the majority of other smaller football clubs, will have plenty 

of advertising space available to anyone who wants to purchase it. 

 

COX: Port Vale’s second biggest source of income is from a 

special supporter’s savings account or affinity scheme with the Britannia building society. 

Each year the club get 1% of the total balances in the account, as long as interest rates 

remain at 5%. If they fall below this, the amount the club gets falls too. The Port Vale 

chairman, Bill Bratt, says last week’s interest rate cut means they now have a massive black 

hole in their books. 

 

BRATT: The effect of the one and a half drop in interest rate 

means that’s going to knock towards £200,000 off the money we receive from that affinity 

scheme.  And not only that, the effect the credit crunch is having on the customers and the 

people who’ve got their money in the account is that account has probably round about £9 

million, which means another £90,000 drop of income off that, because people have drawn it 

out.  It’s dropped round about £400,000 a month.  We couldn’t possibly have foreseen that 

we were going to lose probably towards £300,000 off the affinity scheme and off the 

balances, so we’ve got to do other things now to get that money from elsewhere, and that’s 

going to be very difficult. 

 

COX: Over sixty football clubs in England and Scotland 

have saving schemes with building societies. The fall in revenue from these accounts won’t 

trouble the game’s big guns, but for clubs like Port Vale it’s much more serious. It has 

already been in administration once in 2002, and since then its debts have grown. They are 
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COX cont: part of a large and growing debt within football, 

according to Dr John Beech from Coventry University’s Centre for the International 

Business of Sport. 

 

 BEECH: Over a five year period, the top four tiers lost over a 

billion pounds.  I mean, quite extraordinary that an industry simply carries on in the light of 

that.  In a sense, having the facility to borrow and to acquire debt is a way of life.  I think the 

problem is sustainability, whether these debts are sustainable. 

 

COX: The latest analysis of football league finances showed 

that lower division teams were more than £400 million in debt.  So does the League 

Chairman, Lord Brian Mawhinney, believe this is sustainable? 

 

MAWHINNEY: I don’t know.  That’s a matter for the club directors, 

that’s not a matter for me.  We don’t seek to run the clubs.  They are separate businesses.  

They have to make the decisions about whether it’s sustainable or not.  I guess the fact that 

we’ve had four clubs in administration in the last year, just over a year, suggests that for at 

least some of them it probably isn’t sustainable, but I’m not in the business of second-

guessing the directors of these independent companies. 

 

COX: What can you do if a club is in financial difficulty? 

 

MAWHINNEY: We offer them financial advice, we sometimes offer 

them legal advice, but at the end of the day, in law, they’re the guys who made the decisions 

and they’re the guys who are accountable for the decisions, and what the League can do is 

very limited. 

 

COX: When football clubs get into debt, they tend to rely on 

one creditor in particular - the taxman. 

 

ACTUALITY OF LUTON MATCH 

 

COMMENTATOR: … to bring you FA Cup first round action here at 

Kenilworth Road, Luton Town against Altrincham … 
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COX: A hundred miles down the motorway, one of Port 

Vale’s league rivals, Luton Town, are taking on non league Altrincham in the first round of 

the FA Cup. Luton are hoping for a good cup run to provide some relief from the relentless 

onslaught they have faced in past year, both on and off the field. Luton are the past masters 

of administration – they were forced into their third in 2007. When Gary Sweet took over as 

MD of the new owners this summer, he says the accounts showed the club was clearly living 

beyond its means. 

 

SWEET: Well there was one chronically surprising element to 

it, and that was that footballers were being paid more than the club took in turnover, which is 

generally a recipe for disaster, I think.  It was over £5 million as a basic salary just for 

footballers, which kind of said that the club, you know, had too much ambition for really, 

you know, the sort of income that it encouraged. 

 

COX: The club owed a million pounds in back pay, mainly 

to footballers, but this was the least of Luton Town’s worries. Their biggest debt was an 

unpaid tax bill of £2.5 million. For several years Revenue and Customs had effectively been 

bankrolling the club. 

 

SWEET: The Inland Revenue situation with Luton Town 

Football Club was that a) the football club allowed £2 million worth of, £2.5 million of debt 

to rack up over a two year period, which was staggering considering its turnover.  But also 

the fact – and more so probably – that the Inland Revenue allowed that to happen too.  And I 

think that the Inland Revenue should certainly take some responsibility in ensuring that 

football clubs don’t get into that dangerous stage.  It’s the population that’s subsidising 

football clubs and that’s wrong.  Not wrong just for the taxpayer, but also wrong for the 

football club.  It shouldn’t be permitted to get into deep waters like that. 

 

COX: What’s going to happen then in terms of how much 

they will get?  Will they get all of that £2.5 million back from you? 

 

SWEET: Certainly not, no.  You know, certainly from our 

perspective we would pay a fraction of that.  The Inland Revenue has lost well in excess of 

£2 million on that. 
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COX: We asked Customs and Revenue to comment on  

Mr Sweet’s claim. They declined to be interviewed but issued this statement. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: For confidentiality reasons, we can’t discuss specific 

taxpayers, but football clubs and other employers are well aware of their responsibility to 

pay tax and National Insurance deducted from their employees’ pay-packets. The vast 

majority of businesses pay their tax on time and we owe it to them to ensure that those who 

pay late do so only when they have good reason. 

 

COX: Luton Town certainly aren’t the only club to have 

extremely large unpaid tax bills. Swindon Town are another team who, for several years, 

used the taxman to help fund it. By 2007 the club had losses approaching £3 million and 

debts of almost £14 million. It meant new owners stepping in with a rescue bid. 

 

ACTUALITY OF BEING SHOWN AROUND THE GROUND 

 

COX: So this is the route we all would like to walk, from the 

dressing room, up the tunnel and onto the pitch. 

 

FITTON: That’s the boot room, glory pictures on the walls 

alongside just in order to make you feel good about it.  The Swindon crest in order to make 

the opposition feel as though they’re at a very important stadium, which they are, and out of 

the tunnel … 

 

COX: It’s fairly impressive as we come out, I have to say. 

 

FITTON: Well, it’s a proper football ground, and that’s not a 

criticism of other people, but at sort of League 1 level and League 2 level you get the smaller 

clubs who’ve come up and the bigger clubs who’ve come down, and this is a big club. 

 

COX: As the chairman of Swindon, Andrew Fitton is 

fulfilling every boy’s dream - well every boy who wasn’t good enough to play football. He 

has had to pay a hefty price to run his own club. He has just finished paying the £2.5 million  
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COX cont: which Swindon owed to Revenue and Customs. 

Andrew Fitton says Luton and Swindon had been following a practice common within the 

game – using the taxman to fund their activities. 

 

FITTON: I think that historically and perhaps still by a number 

of people it is seen as the banker of football.  The person knew if you didn’t pay them, it 

wouldn’t affect whether your players play on a Saturday or not.  So I think the Revenue and 

Customs have been seen as the banker of football.  I can tell you that the person who did the 

due diligence here for me said to me when he presented me with the report, ‘That’s your 

bank,’ and he was right, that was the major creditor.  They were the bank. There was no 

money owed to the regular bank, it was all owed to the Revenue and Customs.  Now I don’t 

think anybody knows how big that bubble might be.  I could be wrong and it could be very 

small, but I have a suspicion in the case of a few clubs it’s very large, and I’m sure the 

Revenue and Customs are actively working on those situations. 

 

COX: It’s difficult to put an exact figure on this bubble of 

how much football owes to the tax authorities. We asked Customs and Revenue for this 

figure, but they were unable to supply it. But File on 4 has been told by a well-placed industry 

source with detailed knowledge of the tax affairs of football clubs that currently between fifty 

and sixty clubs in the lower divisions of the game are in arrears to the taxman. Our source said 

his conservative estimate was that the current football debt to Customs and Revenue was at 

least £50 million. The Football League’s chairman, Lord Mawhinney, says there’s currently 

nothing they can do to stop clubs going into the red and not paying their tax. 

We’ve been told that there are between fifty and sixty clubs within the Football League at the 

moment who are in arrears to HMRC at least two or three months, and that figure might be up 

to £50 million that’s owed to the taxman.   

 

MAWHINNEY: I don’t know where you got your fifty to sixty clubs 

from and I don’t know where you got your £50 million from. 

 

COX: There does need to be a change though, doesn’t there?  

You can’t have a situation where Swindon, for example, Luton, for example, you’ve got £2.5 

million debt owed to the taxpayer.  That can’t carry on, can it?  You can’t have your clubs 

running up those kind of tax debts. 
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MAWHINNEY: Well, technically yes it can carry on, because the legal 

directors of those clubs can continue to behave in that way.  Luton have been in 

administration three times in the last dozen years, which means in simple language, not 

wishing to be offensive, three times in the last dozen years they’ve spent so much more 

money than they had that they couldn’t sustain it, so they had to shift debt by using the law 

of the land.  If you were to ask me whether there might be a better way, I’d like to think 

there might be a better way, but the technical answer to your question is, yes, it could 

continue like this. 

 

COX: People may wonder, though, if you say this can carry 

on happening, clubs can carry on running up debts, what’s the point of the League then if 

you can’t do anything to stop it? 

 

MAWHINNEY: The point of the league is to ensure, as far as we are 

able, the rules are obeyed because the rules are designed to try to protect the integrity of the 

competition.  Do people break the rules?  Yeah, they break the rules.  But excuse me for 

pointing out that every law I have voted for as a Member of Parliament has been broken and 

broken repeatedly, and football’s no different from life. 

 

COX: Football has a unique way of dealing with its debts, 

known as the football creditors rule. When a club goes into administration, all football debts 

– to players, staff and other clubs are paid first and normally in full. The taxman and the 

other non football creditors share what’s left in the pot. On average that means Revenue and 

Customs getting between 5% and 10% of what they are owed.  Andrew Fitton, chairman of 

Swindon Town, says this may seem unfair but it’s a rule which football needs. 

 

FITTON: I can see why other people could attack it as being 

somehow unfair, but in football it’s a very valuable rule, because it helps to keep order 

amongst the football clubs.  We know that if we don’t pay some money we owe to another 

football club – and this could be for a player – those clubs have the power to report us to the 

Football League and to the FA, who will then enforce that we pay our debts. 
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COX: I suppose where people see a problem is when, for 

example, you have a club going into administration and then you might have a very well 

paid footballer demanding money they’re owed, whereas a supplier who’s struggling doesn’t 

get the money, and that’s where you can see where clearly it’s unfair. 

 

FITTON:  Yes, and when we took over this club, let me 

tell you there were a few football creditors and it stuck in my throat.  Some of the people 

involved did not deserve the money. 

 

COX: When a club comes out of administration, the Football 

League says it must reach an agreement with its creditors, known as a CVA. Failure to do so 

means the club is deducted penalty points by the League. Revenue and Customs is normally 

the largest creditor, so it has the power to decide whether a CVA can be agreed.  

Brendan Guilfoyle, who was the administrator at Luton Town in 2007, says the taxman is 

now implacably opposed to these CVA agreements. 

 

GUILFOYLE: They did make it very clear they didn’t like the 

Football League creditor rule and they were, for the first time I think, totally unambiguous 

and said that when it came to actually voting on the proposed CVA that they would vote 

against it as a matter of principle, because they felt it prejudiced the position of the other 

creditors, and money that might normally become available to the general body of creditors 

is diverted away to deal with the football creditors first.  Sure enough, when they cast their 

vote, it did frustrate the voluntary arrangements.  HM Revenue and Customs are on the 

offensive. 

 

COX: Customs and Revenue are so opposed to the football 

creditors rule that they even rejected an offer from Luton to pay all of their £2.5 million tax 

bill if the taxman would agree to a CVA. Revenue and Customs would get their money and 

Luton wouldn’t get extra penalty points from the Football League. Luton’s managing 

director, Gary Sweet, was incredulous when the tax authorities turned down the offer. 

 

SWEET: At one stage we did offer to pay 100p in the pound but 

the Inland Revenue’s or HMRC’s position was ultimately that they may still have objected to 

that on the basis that it had a problem with football, which was staggering.  I mean, certainly 
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SWEET cont: they would have objected to 99 pence in the pound or 

99.9 pence in the pound.  This has become, you know, a Frankenstein’s monster actually in 

that the Revenue allow football clubs to get into debt but then refuse to help them out, even 

if they go as far as they possibly can to pull out of the situation. 

 

COX: And do you think it’s specifically because it’s football 

and they would reach a deal with someone else, but it’s football that’s the problem? 

 

SWEET: It’s politics, it’s the Treasury versus football or the 

Treasury versus sport. And, you know, I think this is the danger, you know.  If we were, you 

know, another business then certainly I think the deal that we were talking about with 

HMRC would have been accepted. 

 

COX: We wanted to put these points to Revenue and 

Customs but they declined to be interviewed.  The Football League say their insistence on a 

CVA agreement means that creditors get some of their debts back.  But Brendan Guilfoyle, 

Luton’s administrator in 2007, says agreeing to a CVA also means the end of any 

investigation by administrators into how directors ran up the debts in the first place. 

 

GUILFOYLE: What creditors forgo in that situation is a detailed 

investigation of the company’s affairs, so there are often question marks over the conduct of 

directors, but if a CVA is approved then that conduct is not investigated and maybe that 

situation suits the Football League in that football’s dirty washing isn’t aired in public.  It’s 

certainly convenient that, as one group of directors depart and a new company comes on 

board with another group, then the investigation aspects, the question of recovery by 

insolvency practitioners of monies from directors falls by the wayside. 

 

COX: Of course, if clubs paid their tax in the first place they 

wouldn’t be facing these difficulties.  The Football League’s chairman, Lord Mawhinney, 

says they’re now looking at introducing regulations which would mean them keeping a much 

closer eye on clubs’ tax affairs. 

What do you do as a League in terms of monitoring the finances of the clubs then? 
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MAWHINNEY: We are now looking at whether we should put in place 

arrangements that requires them to give us a bit more information about their businesses.  

We are not, repeat not, repeat not going to get into a position of trying to second guess 

directors about what happens in individual clubs.  But my own sense is that it would be 

useful if we had slightly more formal knowledge of what’s going on, and we’re thinking 

about that at the moment. 

 

COX: On specific areas? 

 

MAWHINNEY: Trying to ensure that debt to Her Majesty’s Revenue 

and Customs is handle-able is clearly an issue we are thinking of, and one alternative way 

might be to put in regulations which of course the clubs have got to vote for.  I can’t do it by 

myself.  And that’s a, let’s try to prevent us getting us into this situation.  As a former Health 

Minister, the mantra was ‘prevention is better than cure’. 

 

COX: By scrutinising tax debts, the League hopes to stop the 

number of teams going into administration. Dr John Beech from Coventry University, who 

specialises in the commercialisation of sport, says the football authorities must take action as 

administration is becoming the norm for many clubs. 

 

BEECH: We’ve now reached the situation where going into 

administration, for all the deterring efforts of the FA with points deductions and so on, it’s 

almost becoming a way of life.  I mean, it’s quite staggering to reflect that if you look at the 

present top four tiers, there are only three examples of clubs in the Premiership that have 

been in administration recently, but a third of the Championship clubs have, a half of League 

1 have, and five-eighths of the clubs in the present League 2 have been in administration 

since 1986. 

 

COX: Is it almost that clubs have accepted that it’s a 

legitimate business tactic? 

 

BEECH: Well those are exactly the words I would use.  It 

seems to have become a legitimate business tactic and to the extent that if it was any other 

sector, somebody outside would have said, ‘Hang on a minute,’ the politicians would have 
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BEECH cont: said, ‘Look, there’s something deeply wrong in this 

sub sector, it needs sorting out.’  And while there has been some action – notably to dock 

points for going into administration – it clearly doesn’t work. 

 

COX: The Government has intervened and asked the game 

to reassess its relationship with money. The Culture Secretary, Andy Burnham, wants the 

football authorities to look at insolvency rules and levels of debt and to report back to him 

early next year. Football clubs as a whole owe £3 billion. Many teams in the Premier League 

have big debts, but they are sustainable. But in the lower leagues it’s a different matter. 

Chairmen like Andrew Fitton at Swindon Town believe this year could be the bleakest for a 

long time with many clubs going into administration. 

 

FITTON: I could see ten or fifteen clubs in trouble and I don’t 

think that’s an exaggeration. I could be wrong by a factor of 50% either way.  I hope it’s 

only five, it could be twenty-five.  I know how difficult it is to run this football club, and so I 

assume that other people are facing the same problems.  Now some of them are a bit further 

ahead in the game, maybe they’ve got their house in order whereas we’re starting from this 

base.  Some of them are further back in the game because they haven’t even got their house 

in order yet.  I think that’s pretty scary actually. 

 

COX: Chairmen, Administrators and football fans we spoke 

to argued that if tougher controls were placed on the people running football clubs in the first 

place, fewer would get into financial trouble. When teams saddle themselves with debts, they 

attract businessman who prey on them and are out to make a killing. 

 

ACTUALITY AT PORT VALE 

 

COMMENTATOR: …. Sharpe comes back in, cleared away by Collins, 

and then Bail will clear it away …. There is the final whistle, and Port Vale have done it yet 

again, with 75 minutes gone …. 

 

COX: Port Vale may be languishing in League Division 2, 

but the club’s chairman, Bill Bratt, says it doesn’t stop a constant stream of buyers trying to 

get their hands on it.  The latest offer seemed too good to be true. 



 

 

13 

BRATT: I spoke to them myself, to be perfectly honest, because 

we were told there was £20 million in the deal.  I was very excited, because I’d like to see 

Port Vale in the Premiership as much as anybody else, or into the Championship.  It’s 

something that you dream of.  We asked the people concerned to meet up with them, to see 

who their principals were.  We asked them for a financial plan and none of that was 

forthcoming.  When it boiled down to it there’s not a penny there.  We seem to attract – and I 

know other football clubs have had the same sort of things – we seem to attract people who 

are interested in one thing only, and that’s we own the ground itself and we’ve got 13.2 acres 

of land here, which if the football club wasn’t here would be a very attractive proposition for 

building land.  At the end of the day, if we let it go to people like that, I know – and the 

board knows – that the club wouldn’t be here in two or three years. 

 

COX: John Batchelor is a businessman who tries to buy 

football clubs who are in financial difficulties. He is currently circling around several lower 

league teams and in negotiations with at least one. He already owned a motor racing team 

when in 2002 he approached York City football club with a planned takeover.  He was 

surprised just how easy it was. 

 

BATCHELOR: When I walked through the door, I had a ten year old 

Mazda and £100,000 overdraft and that was it.  I wouldn’t have touched me with a ten foot 

pole.  For a whole variety of reasons, you know.  Number one, I’d never been involved in 

football.  Number two, I didn’t have any form or method of supporting what I was doing but 

I am quite a good salesmen and I managed to sell it to the directors of the club and they 

bought into it and essentially they gave me their club and the best part of half a million 

pounds. 

 

COX: John Batchelor bought York City for the princely sum 

of a pound. As part of the deal the ground was sold to a property developer, who then paid 

John Batchelor £400,000. The fans thought it was going to the club, but the vast majority of 

it ended up in his pocket to be used for his motor racing team. He admits from the outset he 

had told the fans what they wanted to hear, even if wasn’t the truth. 
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BATCHELOR: Commercially speaking it would have been suicide for 

me to have told the York City fans that not only was I going to inherit their club for virtually 

nothing but I was going to make a £400,000 profit out of it.  So, you know, forgive me if I 

 sound stupid, but I didn’t particularly publicise it.  But, you know, the contracts reflect 

exactly the sequence of events. 

 

COX: I think you had said, hadn’t you, subsequently that you 

had clearly lied to the supporters? 

 

BATCHELOR: Well, yes I have, and I kind of had to in that I wanted 

to attract support to the team.  I certainly don’t feel any guilt about it. 

 

COX: Less than a year after John Batchelor took over York 

City it was in administration. The club had a huge wage bill and couldn’t make enough 

money from selling its players. After it went into administration, John Batchelor severed all 

connections with the club and walked away with hundreds of thousands of pounds. Since 

then he has been on the lookout for another club. Earlier this year he approached Mansfield 

Town, relegated from League Division 2 to the non league Conference.  

 

SHAW: John Batchelor is a very colourful character.  I’d say it 

was with horror when we discovered that John Batchelor was interested in buying the 

football club. 

 

COX: As well as being a lifelong Mansfield fan,  

Darren Shaw also wears another hat – as a lecturer in company law. 

 

SHAW: John Batchelor made it clear that he was only going to 

buy the football club to make money for himself and his family.  He even made the very 

interesting statement that he didn’t care if nobody turned up to watch the games, because his 

business plan actually recognised that he could still make a profit if nobody turned up to 

watch the games because, by changing the football club name and by doing other 

sponsorship and marketing deals would mean that the club would make enough money from 

those deals and wouldn’t need to rely upon the income it received from the fans coming 

through the turnstiles. 
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COX: In 2004 the Football League introduced a rule to try 

and offer greater protection to football clubs, known as the fit and proper persons test. It 

prevents anyone from being involved in the game who has run a football club into 

insolvency twice. Although he has been involved in many insolvencies outside of football, 

this doesn’t prevent John Batchelor from buying another team. 

 

BATCHELOR: Why should football have a fit and proper person test 

is number one.  You know, if I decide I’m going to open a chip shop or I’m going to buy an 

ICI, I’m not required to pass that.  I’ve never been arrested, I’ve never been bankrupt, I pass 

all the requirements for running for Parliament, which I’ve done twice as well.  So why 

would anybody suggest that I’m not a fit and proper person to run a football club? 

 

COX: Lots of companies that you’ve been involved with in 

the past, quite a lot of them have been in difficulties, some who’ve been struck off – I think 

over a dozen – is that something that should not make people worried about you as a 

potential investor? 

 

BATCHELOR: No, that’s like saying that a dustman carries a lot of 

dustbins. The world I work in is at the distressed business end.  It is inevitable that, if you 

can’t turn the company round, it is going to fail.  Football has to understand that it is no 

different than any other business, and if we take a business on that doesn’t work and we 

can’t make it work, then it should shut. 

 

COX: This is another area which the Football League has 

told us they’re actively examining. The League’s Chairman, Lord Mawhinney, says they are 

investigating whether rules governing who owns a club need to be changed. 

 

MAWHINNEY: We are looking at whether we might be able to 

strengthen our fit and proper person test within the bounds of what is do-able, so I think we 

probably could do a bit more around additional objective criteria, maybe objective criteria 

that relate to individuals’ behaviour in other businesses unrelated to football, and lift a little 

of the veil, that’s one of the things we’re looking at. At the moment we have concentrated 

fairly much on behaviour relative to football.  Personally I think we could probably throw 

the net a little wider and still be able to sustain it financially. 
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COX: It would be looking at previous businesses you’d had 

that had gone into administration outside of football?  

 

MAWHINNEY: You’re perfectly legitimately trying to extract 

information from me.  Those are the sort of things that we’re looking at, but we haven’t – 

repeat – we haven’t yet come to a judgement. 

 

COX: Any potential purchasers of football clubs have plenty 

of choice. Go to virtually any city in the country and you’ll find a team for sale. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SHEFFIELD DERBY 

 

COMMENTATOR: And now the … here at Hillsborough, but now let’s 

get confirmation of the two line-ups for the 122nd Steel City … 

 

COX: On the pitch there’s not much separating Sheffield’s 

two big teams, United and Wednesday. But off the field it’s a different matter altogether. 

Sheffield Wednesday is saddled with debts of around £30 million – three times its turnover - 

and it’s desperate for a buyer. In January this year, the club was approached by a local 

businessman, Geoff Sheard. After months of informal discussions with the main 

shareholders, in June Mr Sheard made a formal offer for the club. Darryl Keys, Chairman of 

the fans’ group the Wednesdayites, who own 10% of the club, says Geoff Sheard made it 

clear that he wasn’t the buyer. 

 

KEYS: Geoff was extremely friendly, outlined his plans for 

the club.  By his own admission he was basically the front man for a consortium of people in 

Switzerland.  It was concerning that we didn’t know the identity of the people behind the 

consortium, but once again in our situation, with £30 million worth of debt and the 

conditions that we imposed, it would have meant that they would have had to have put in at 

least £10 million before they got to our shares.  Now anyone putting up £10 million in this 

marketplace for a club £30 million in debt has to be taken seriously.  We then spent ten or 

twelve days trying to get contact with his lawyer in Switzerland, and at the end of that twelve 

days, and our lawyers who were acting on our behalf in this matter, came back to us and said 
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KEYS cont: they couldn’t even verify the standing of the lawyer, 

let alone the standing of the verification of the funds.  We wanted him to do the deal because 

the alternative – ie, status quo and all the problems we’ve had over the last sort of ten years – 

is also not palatable. 

 

COX: By the summer the only verification of funds that 

shareholders say they had received was a letter from the private capital bank in Dominica.  

I’ve just logged on to their website, which looks very slick and professional, but hides the 

fact that the bank has no account holders, no money and has never actually operated.  The 

letter from this bank to Sheffield Wednesday shareholders had been drawn up by a man 

called Richard Downes. He is a convicted money launderer, who spent two years in an 

American prison. Now this would normally be curtains for any business deal, but not in 

football. The former chairman of Sheffield Wednesday, Dave Allen, is one of the main 

shareholders and is still willing to give the mystery consortium and their so far non-existent 

funds a last chance. 

 

ALLEN: Dominican banks are renowned for being a little bit 

iffy, for want of a better word, and that’s why we made it quite clear to him that it’d got to 

come into a reputable high street bank in this country, and I think that’s where he’s probably 

had trouble getting his finances sorted out.  Personally all I want to do is get out of the place, 

get out of the place nice and cleanly.  I’d like to be rid of my shares and I’d like to be rid of 

my loans in there, and anyone who comes along and he looks as though he might be 

interested in taking those and making a progressive bid for the club then fine, I’m with him, 

and as far as I’m concerned the Sheard bid doesn’t cease with me until such time as he says 

it’s all off, and he hasn’t done that up to now.  I’m willing to sell to virtually anyone who is 

going to come in and take my shares and take me out of the place. 

 

COX: We wanted to ask Geoff Sheard about his links to the 

money launderer, Richard Downes, who his mystery backers are and where the money is 

coming from. After numerous phone conversations with Mr Sheard promising to grant us an 

interview, he failed to do so. He did tell us he had no knowledge of Richard Downes and he 

now has new backers, not connected to the private capital bank in Dominica.    

  

ACTUALITY OF SHEFFIELD WEDNESDAY 
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COMMENTATOR: So the final score at Hillsborough this afternoon, 

Sheffield Wednesday 1, Doncaster Rovers nil.  Don’t forget the next home game … 

 

COX: They may be doing well on the pitch but Sheffield 

Wednesday are still deep in debt and searching for a buyer. It seems they are open to any offers. It’s 

a case of see the money first, ask the questions later. But if teams want the football authorities to 

investigate the backgrounds of the people trying to buy them, they can think again. The Football 

League chairman, Brian Mawhinney, says they simply don’t have the cash for such an operation. 

When you have the kind of characters, at the moment one of the clubs we’re looking at is 

Sheffield Wednesday, a convicted fraudster involved, money that’s coming supposedly from a 

Dominican bank that has no money in it.  That can’t be the kind of deal and the kind of person 

you want for the integrity of the Football League and one of their big clubs in the Championship. 

 

MAWHINNEY: Thank you for tempting me to express a view where 

I’m not entitled to have a view, and I’m going to decline the invitation.  At the end of the day 

we don’t have the resources to set up a huge investigative department to look deeply into the 

background of people and so on and so forth.  We’re not the FA and we’re not the Premier 

League and we don’t have the sort of money to engage outside investigators and all of the 

rest of it, that’s not going to happen.  And I take a certain amount of satisfaction that by and 

large, thus far in the Football League that hasn’t been necessary. 

 

COX: Unless the game introduces better measures to deal 

with debt, ownership and a host of other issues, Dr John Beech from Coventry University’s 

Centre for the International Business of Sport believes football could find regulations being 

imposed upon it. 

 

BEECH: I think what needs to change is the underlying culture 

of how the industry is run and the people who run it.  I think there is something quite deeply 

wrong that needs to be changed and in many ways the governance of football has been left to 

carry on in its own sweet way.  Clearly isn’t working.  There’s going to be a lot of pressure 

to change.  I think sports law, in that sense, is inevitable.  There have been so many 

examples of where things have gone wrong that they simply haven’t learned from, so in that 

sense they do have themselves to blame. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 


