15th May 2008

Dear 'The Football Association'

I write regarding recent comments made by the FA's Leagues Manager, Mike Appleby, in relation to the recent meeting of the Leagues Committee. Halifax Town AFC, the club which I have supported for over 20 years, faces a highly uncertain future thanks initially to imprudent financial management for the past decade by various parties, and more recently thanks to internal politics at what remains of the club. Whilst I share Mr Appleby's opinion that a splintering of our club and it's support will serve no purpose, I utterly refute his suggestion that a club run by the fans would not be accepted at the Step currently proposed, namely Northern Premier League Division One North (this has been agreed in principle by the proposers of the supporters-run club and the Northern Premier League) and that it would be a 'gamble'. I refer to the following quote, which I read on the Halifax Courier website attributed to Mr Appleby:
"We can't gamble that a group of guys can run a senior non-league club," said Mr Appleby.
http://www.halifaxcourier.co.uk/news/Halifax-Town39s-expulsion-from-Football.4086424.jp
The board of AFC Telford United may well have something to say to this comment. This club was formed in a similar situation to the current one surrounding Halifax Town, and have so far proved exactly the opposite of this statement, having missed out on promotion to the Football Conference National in the playoffs recently. AFC Wimbledon have managed to move from Step 5 to Step 2 solely under the ownership of their supporters trust. Also, Scarborough Athletic have had reasonable success in their first season as a fan-owned entity, although it is admittedly much too early to say whether they will repeat the feats of their predecessor club. It is my view, given the perilous financial situation of any number of football clubs, both in the Football League and non-league, that the only gamble is the continued reliance on benefactors and owners putting in large amounts of money to plug shortfalls between income and expenditure. The model for fan ownership of, or stakeholdership in, football clubs at senior non-league level (and potentially higher) is the only sustainable way forward for the game at this level in the long-term.

I would also refer Mr Appleby to a document on the FA's own website regarding financing of football clubs, specifically the Financial Advisory Committee (FAC) and Financial Advisory Unit (FAU). Among the initiatives of the FAC are:

· Developing methods to incorporate supporter and other stakeholder group contributions.

· Considering requiring new owners of clubs to provide credible proof of funding plans.
and, according to this document,

The FAC’s chief objective is ‘…promoting and protecting the financial long-term health and

stability of clubs in their communities’.

http://www.thefa.com/NR/rdonlyres/CEEB70F9-695A-4F70-8898-8BBE6BBC16BB/95081/1982Sec12.pdf
What is the supporters-owned proposal, if not a method of achieving the first aim stated here? What provision has been made in regard to the second aim, in preventing directors of clubs -including the prospective owners of the club, who presided over the disastrous Administration process - overspending and reaping the disastrous consequences of this? How many directors and chairmen of the multitude of clubs who have entered administration in recent years passed the 'fit and proper person' test? With hindsight, should they have done?

The mention of the word 'community' is also interesting in this context. Whilst Halifax Town AFC has never had particularly good community links in my opinion, because of the 'us and them' attitude fostered by our various owners, the prospect of a supporter-owned and operated club had already galvanised the group of supporters behind a common aim (until, of course, the continued interest of the financial backers was made public). The outcome was that several good ideas were put forward for obtaining funding for a new club and engaging with the community of Halifax and the surrounding area, to increase the standing of the club within the community and thereby increase the fanbase and future prosperity of the club. AFC Telford United regularly get attendances more than double those the original club used to get, thanks to their hard work and commitment in rebuilding the club and its links with the local community. This was no gamble.
I would ask that Mr Appleby, in light of his position at the FA, reconsider this ill-founded opinion and refrain from making disrespectful remarks such as this at a sensitive time for supporters of football in Halifax, who are doing nothing but try to salvage their football club in the best way they see possible. In closing, I would ask Mr Appleby to compare the number of fan-owned clubs in financial difficulty at present with those 'privately-owned' clubs in financial difficulty, the large number of 'boom-and-bust' clubs at non-league level who struggled when major backers pulled out (Canvey Island, Hornchurch being two recent examples) and the number of fan-owned re-formed clubs who have gone from strength to strength compared with those who have failed. I suspect he cannot maintain the same stance as he appears to in his quote above, with this in mind.
Yours faithfully

Matthew Wright
