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EUROTRASH

‘We don’t like it and we hope it doesn’t happen.’

On Sunday 18 April, during a routine Sky broadcast of Manchester United v Burnley, news began to leak through of proposals for a breakaway European Super League led by Real Madrid, Juventus, Manchester United, Liverpool and Arsenal, which would also include Barcelona, Atletico Madrid, Chelsea, Manchester City, Tottenham, AC Milan and Internazionale and which was backed by investment bank J.P.Morgan. Bayern Munich, Borussia Dortmund and Paris St Germain had declined to join the breakaway.

 

When you’re a kid on holiday, you’ll be sat on the edge of the pool and you know it’s time to jump in without your armbands for the first time. You’ll have put it off previously, found excuses. But eventually you know it’s time to go for it. And that’s always a difficult moment. Sometimes you step back, walk to your sun lounger and tell yourself: ‘I’ll do it tomorrow. Or the day after.’ Sometimes you end up putting it off until the week after. Or the holiday after. But there comes a point where you know you have to jump in the deep end. There are those moments in life when your stomach churns and you go for it even though you’re not quite sure what’s going to happen.

Towards the end of the 2020–21 season, with no fans in the stadia, every game was a bit depressing. We were all going through the motions. It was Manchester United v Burnley on that particular Sunday and it was a pretty boring match, to be fair. Matt, our producer for the match-day, came on to my headset and said: ‘Gary, there’s going to be an announcement, later on, that there’s a breakaway Super League being formed. You need to be across this.’ I had read something in The Times, before the game, a story by Martyn Ziegler. But no one had really cottoned on to how big this was and so it wasn’t something that had immediately alarmed me.

But as the second half went on, Matt said: ‘We’re getting more detail now, and we think it’s going to be very big. It’s essentially a franchise league, twelve clubs, four different countries and they’re breaking away to create their own league.’ The English teams would stay in the Premier League, but ultimately it wouldn’t matter where they finished, because they were breaking clear of the need to qualify for European competition; they would always be in the Super League. Ultimately the aim was to have fifteen permanent clubs and five qualifying each year, but the qualifying criteria for other clubs was so tight that the proposed new league was effectively pulling up the drawbridge and abandoning European football in the middle of a pandemic.

When I was told that, I went. I just instinctively felt this is not right. I grew angrier minute by minute in the second half. I was drawing on years of frustration: my unhappiness at the Glazer family, my anger at what had happened to my hometown club Bury, my despair at how the Premier League had failed to lead during Covid. This all had come to a head during the pandemic. In that terrible winter of Covid, when the game was under pressure, football had turned in on itself. It seemed structurally incapable of doing the right thing. Instead, it was like cats in a bag fighting themselves. At a time when people were desperate and crying out for help, the Premier League was arguing over whether to scrap relegation for a season to, it seemed to me, keep themselves protected. It was as though they were scrambling for the lifeboats ready to leave the weaker passengers behind. They then took ten months to come up with a rescue package for the English Football League (EFL). Ten months!

Then we had Manchester United and Liverpool’s Project Big Picture, which was their first stab at seizing control by reforming the Premier League in October 2020. There were some aspects of that reform of domestic football that I liked, specifically redrawing the TV deal for football so that the EFL became more sustainable. That might have helped save the likes of Bury and ensured that relegation from the Premier League wasn’t a financial catastrophe that needed to be addressed with a £44m parachute payment, which completely distorts the Championship. Yet the more you picked away at the details, the more you realised it was a naked land grab by the top six clubs: United, Liverpool, Manchester City, Arsenal, Tottenham and Chelsea. Maybe we could have negotiated something decent out of that. But it was killed by the fourteen clubs outside the Big Six.

Having not got their way with Big Picture, then came Super League. We were facing the biggest global crisis of our generation and some of our leading clubs were stepping up. They led the way in caring for their community, running food banks, providing mental health support. They had actually built up some goodwill. But all the time it appears they were thinking about how they could exploit it to grasp more control and money for themselves. ‘Never waste a good crisis’ became a phrase we heard throughout the pandemic. For some billionaires that seemingly meant never waste the opportunity to try and grasp a few more pounds, roubles, dollars and dirhams for yourself.

All the while that lower-league clubs and football around the world was desperately trying to keep going, to make ends meet; all that time when we were all sat at home, missing funerals of loved ones, unable to say goodbye to parents and children who were dying; it seemed these lot were scheming and planning their way to financial Utopia. The sheer arrogance of it infuriated me. There would be no Paris St Germain, nor Bayern Munich, the two clubs who stayed well out when invited. Fair play to them for that. Clubs in places like Belgium, Holland and Slovakia would never have been able to qualify for this elite Super League, because only five clubs were to be allowed access each year. There were massive clubs from England and Italy that were going to be cut off and isolated – Roma, Everton, Napoli, Aston Villa. Then you think of Ajax, PSV and Feyenoord, all former European Cup winners. And all the great clubs around Europe that basically wouldn’t be a part of this: Celtic, Rangers, Porto, Benfica, Valencia, Seville. And you start thinking about who’s going to miss out every year on the elite European competition.

What really made me angry was the realisation that this would have required world-class scheming and planning, world-class secrecy and confidentiality. As a businessman, I get that things have to be confidential sometimes to get a project off the ground. But this was sneaking around during a pandemic and the end result would have been that the super-rich could cut themselves adrift of a sinking ship. I got more wound up in the second half and I thought: ‘This is it. I’m going to go. I’m going to go and go big.’ And you’ve got a parrot on one shoulder saying: ‘Go for it, Gary!’ While a second parrot on the other shoulder whispers: ‘Am I getting too wound up here?’ And then you go. You jump in without the armbands.

 

 

 

 

Sky Super Sunday, Manchester United v Burnley, 18 April 2021, transcript of post-match discussion

 

David Jones [Sky Sports presenter]: Let’s bring in Gary Neville, who, as you heard, was reacting to news as it seeped through while he was commentating on the game at Old Trafford this afternoon. Gary, what would you say, now that you’ve had a little time, this European breakaway league is all about and the reaction to it so far?

 

Gary Neville: Well, the reaction to it is that it has been damned and rightly so. I’m a Manchester United fan and have been for forty years of my life. But I’m disgusted. Absolutely disgusted. I’m disgusted with Liverpool and Manchester United most. I mean, Liverpool. They pretend ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, the people’s club, the fans’ club. Manchester United, one hundred years, born out of workers out here. And they’re breaking away to a league without competition? That they can’t be relegated from? It’s an absolute disgrace and we have to wrestle back the power in this country from the clubs at the top of this league and that includes my club. I’ve been calling for twelve months, as part of another group, for an independent regulator to bring checks and balances in place to stop this happening. It’s pure greed. They’re imposters. They’re nothing to do . . . the owners of this club, the owners of Liverpool, the owners of Chelsea, the owners of Manchester City, they’re nothing to do with football in this country. There are a hundred-odd years of football in this country from fans that have lived and loved these clubs. And they need protecting, the fans need protecting. I’ve benefited from football hugely, I’ve made money out of football, I invest money into a football club. I’m not against money in football. But the principles and ethos of fair competition, the right to play the game so that Leicester win the league and reach the Champions League. Manchester United aren’t even in the Champions League! Arsenal aren’t even in the Champions League! We watched them earlier on today; they’re an absolute shambles of a football club at the moment. Tottenham aren’t in the Champions League. And they want a God-given right to be in there?! They’re an absolute joke and, honestly, the time has come now, independent regulator, stop these clubs having the power base. Enough is enough!

 

Jones: There does seem to be the suggestion that they would need permission from the Premier League to take part, and without it, it would be a breakaway from not just UEFA competition but from our domestic competition. With that in mind, let’s be clear about this, what is the motivation?

 

Neville: You know what the motivation is. It’s greed, Dave. My reaction earlier on wasn’t an emotional reaction. Deduct them all points tomorrow. Put them at the bottom of the league. And take the money off them. Seriously. You have got to stamp on this. This is surely criminal. It’s akin to a criminal act against football fans in this country. Make no mistake about it. This is the biggest sport in the world, the biggest sport in this country, and it’s the same as a criminal act against the fans. Simple as that. Deduct points. Deduct their money. And punish them.

 

Jones: Do you think these clubs would have the courage, knowing what widespread condemnation there is, to go through with [this], Gary?

 

Neville: Dave, they’re bottle merchants. You never hear from the owners of these clubs. Absolute bottle merchants. They’ve got no voice. They’ll probably hide for a few weeks and say it was nothing to do with them, they were only talking about it. Seriously, in the midst of a pandemic, an economic crisis, football clubs at National League level going bust nearly, furloughing players, clubs on the edge in Leagues One and Two and these lot are having Zoom calls about breaking away and basically having more greed? Joke.

 

I love watching football matches. I often still have the same excitement I had as a seven-year-old sat in the K Stand at Old Trafford. But I’ve been doing co-commentary and punditry for ten years now and in all honesty it’s hard to maintain the intensity. When I first started I was thirty-seven; it seemed a natural route to channel my passion for the game. Back then I was focusing so hard to impress, I would come alive almost every week on co-commentary with comments that would get noticed. Like when I called David Luiz a PlayStation footballer, which wasn’t scripted. It was just an instinctive reaction to what I was seeing. But I would be coming up with something flamboyant almost every week, because my thoughts were so fresh. But ten years in, it’s harder to create new material and it’s the big moments where you really come alive. That might be something unrelated to the game, such as the racism directed at Antonio Rüdiger at Tottenham, when there was some controversy over what I said about Boris Johnson and Jeremy Corbyn being embroiled in accusations of racism and how that enabled racists. In moments like that, you come alive. The Super League response was a moment like that.

It was emotional and instinctive in some ways, because when I find out about something forty-five minutes beforehand and it’s a massive proposal, you don’t have much time to prepare. I don’t mean that it wasn’t thought through, because I had been thinking about how football should reform for years and that had intensified during the pandemic. I had the foundation of plans as to what should be done there in my head. But the jolt of the announcement and its confirmation mid-match, the sheer crassness and selfishness of it, is what provided the emotion for that battle cry.

That day was a lesson in the oldest rule in journalism. Anything can happen and you have to be prepared to go big if it does. It was a fairly drab end-of-season Premier League game, but the day ended up being a potentially historic one that might have marked the end of English football as we know it. I look back at my reaction, and the ability to act emotionally with passion while speaking cogently is what I want. I want to be emotional, I want to be passionate because, if I lose that, I’m dead.

I used strong language that day. I said I was disgusted by my football club, Manchester United, and that it was tantamount to a criminal act against the game. As news filtered through, I was struggling to stay calm especially when I heard more details of the proposal. Jamie Carragher and I always laugh about the fact that one of the first things I said to him when he joined me on Monday Night Football was: ‘Don’t go early!’ By which I mean, you can go too big too soon: calling for a sacking, saying a team will definitely be relegated. Then you can end up looking a right fool. Let it churn, let it breathe, let it settle.

But David Jones asked me the question and I just went for it. Within five minutes of coming off air, you walk to the car, and you wonder: ‘How’s that gone down?’ It was the type of address that you’re not really sure how it’s going to be received and you fear looking at your phone. You sometimes look on social media anticipating what you might read. But, actually, it seemed the fans were with me. And that was important because if the fans aren’t with you, you have to think again and change direction. I live close to the ground, so on the drive home I knew something big had happened, and by the time I arrived home the adrenaline was still pumping. And then I thought: ‘No one’s rung me.’ My phone was quiet but it had gone viral.

Within half an hour of getting home, I did receive a call. The producer of Monday Night Football, Jack Hazzard, rang me. I wasn’t due to be on the show the next day, but Jack said: ‘Gary, I just had a call from above. We need you on the show tomorrow night with Carra.’

My initial thought was that I didn’t think I should be. I had said my piece. There was nothing more to add. And I thought that this lot would bottle it; that’s what they do. They would back down overnight. I went to bed at half past ten assuming just that, so I was asleep when the announcement came out at 11pm from the twelve clubs confirming that they were going ahead. When I woke up in the morning and saw that, I literally couldn’t get to my train quickly enough.

On the way down to London started to think about all the plotting and scheming that the likes of Manchester United owner Joel Glazer and Liverpool owner John W. Henry must have been involved in over the preceding four- or five-month period, while the game was in desperation, struggling on its knees. Remember, at the start of Covid there were genuine fears that players might catch it playing a game, no one was sure. All that planning for Project Restart; at the time we didn’t know whether players might potentially be risking their lives or not. Even though we weren’t 100 per cent sure about the risks, they played on so that the likes of John W. Henry and Joel Glazer would be okay. And all the time, these lot were scheming, trying to create a franchise league that could destroy the whole ethos of English football. So I thought: ‘We’re going to go again and we all agreed we’re not talking about anything else all night, even though there’s a game on. We’ll cover the game at half time, do five minutes before the game, but otherwise we’re not going to talk about anything else all night, other than this.’ And we never came off track throughout the broadcast.

 

Jamie Carragher

Gary wasn’t supposed to be on Monday Night Football. It was supposed to be Robbie Fowler because the game was Leeds v Liverpool. But my thought process was: can Robbie still do it? Quite quickly Sky said no. We want Gary to come on. It left me in a bit of an awkward position because Robbie’s a mate, but he understood the situation. So there was a lot of talking with Sky as the night went on. In some ways, it was a show that we had never done before because the whole point of Monday Night Football is to analyse the weekend’s games. I just recall that on the way down to London, we all realised how big a show it was and how different it would be for the producers, for Dave Jones (the host) and for me and Gary.

We always have a meeting round about 10.30am at Sky and go through the ideas of the show. But this time it was basically with Gary Hughes, the head of football, and Jonathan Licht, who’s the head of Sky Sports. And when they were in the room, we were thinking: ‘Oh, this is pretty big.’ In some ways it was almost as if me, Gary and Dave were going out to bat for a lot of other people. Sky were really worried about what this would lead to in the future, how it would affect them, would the Premier League still exist? That’s when it hit home again that this was massive. And it was almost like being a player when you know you’re going into a big game. I’ve felt like that going into a big show. I was thinking: ‘What are you going to say? You have to make sure you deliver it right.’

I recall we were quite emotional about it, but sometimes that can be a good thing. I said I would never work on the Super League if it was formed. It would obviously be on TV, be a massive money-spinner. And I just felt that we can’t come on here and condemn these owners and then twelve months down the line, we’ll be pitch-side at the Bernabéu doing Real Madrid v Liverpool in the Super League. I don’t think it was that difficult a thing to say because we were that against it. I didn’t see how we could possibly work on it.

You don’t have an autocue on Monday Night Football; we always speak from our heart. Listen, in my job I don’t think you can go out looking for trouble. I don’t think that. But when something needs to be said it needs to be said. And, to be honest, I believe most people at Liverpool felt the same as me. A lot of people at the club didn’t even know this was going on. Only the two or three people at the very top were involved, so I think a lot of people at the club felt let down. I was possibly speaking for about 90 per cent of people at Liverpool Football Club in some ways. But I would never worry about upsetting Liverpool’s owners anyway, because I think I’m quite respectful of what they’ve done for the club. They’ve been really good owners for us. But when you own a football club, you will be held accountable for decisions you make and you have to accept that. And it’s our job to call owners out in situations like this. It would have been a dereliction of duty if we hadn’t. We would not have been doing our jobs right if we hadn’t called them out on the show as we did. They can’t complain at that because if you own a football club, you’re up there to be scrutinised, you’re in the public domain. And they were fair game for that for the decisions they took. They have to accept that.

By the time Monday Night Football started that night, it almost felt that, by then, everyone knew what was going on. Gary had made his passionate speech on the Sunday and it got a great reaction, rightly so. But most people probably weren’t quite sure what was going on at that point. Then you wake up on Monday and read the papers, and you could see the story was building and building. We were on at seven o’clock and it was almost like this big build-up to the show. Hopefully people were wondering: ‘What are Carragher and Neville going to say?’ But the fact that the show was scheduled almost twenty-four hours after the announcement meant everyone was a lot more informed, the momentum had built, and that possibly helped us in that we knew we were speaking for the people.

 

On Monday morning, when I woke up and saw Joel Glazer’s name and quotes on the press release, I thought: ‘This is serious.’ He wouldn’t put his name to anything if he didn’t think it was going to happen. He’s not the type to put his head above the parapet unless it was certain. That’s when I thought: ‘This is happening, they’re going for it.’ Obviously I’d gone off on one on the Super Sunday and by Monday, Carra had gone, and, to be fair everyone had gone. The media had gone, the fans had gone.

Seeing that they had announced it overnight scared me, but it also told me how hopeless they were. This cabal of billionaire businessmen, who’ve had great entrepreneurial careers and have the best PR and communications machines around them – to have launched this in such a mangled way, with no one willing to talk in public to defend the idea, was inept. The only one who did speak publicly was Real Madrid president Florentino Pérez, who looked increasingly manic over the next couple of days. And with the best will in the world, if you’re defending a controversial idea in the global court of public opinion, you need someone arguing your case in English on the BBC, Sky and in English-language newspapers. Did they really imagine they could hide behind press releases and scripted statements? How could they misread the room so badly that they thought they could just go and create a league that no one else could get in to apart from them and that they would deliver it at Sunday night at half past eleven?

It’s even astonishing to me that they would allow this to come out ahead of a Super Sunday with Monday Night Football following the next day. If you have a radical and controversial idea, one that’s potentially going to have a bit of a backlash, you’re probably best not doing it any time around those shows. What did they think we were going to say? Just get in line, doff our caps? We don’t care about who we upset in moments like this. That means that sometimes Sky may get a little bit annoyed with us and I’m sure the Premier League do too. We are willing to go against the grain. And this Super League proposal was toxic; it was pulling the pin out of the grenade and chucking it into the room.

I was most annoyed that my own club, Manchester United. The first club to go into the European Cup, born out of workers from Newton Heath around the Manchester and Salford area, the epitome of a working-class club. It has always had great working-class British managers like Sir Alex, Sir Matt Busby. The club of the Busby Babes and the Munich Air Disaster. All the things that this club has been through that helps to galvanise communities. And what had they become? They should be the protector and defender of English football. That’s my view. I knew it wasn’t true any more. But to me Manchester United and Liverpool football clubs, the most successful clubs, the biggest clubs, they are your leaders, your pioneers. They are the institutions everyone looks up to, the leaders in the game. If they behave properly, the rest will follow. But if they go sour, the rest of the game becomes rotten. And we have to grab it back.

There’s no doubt clubs were suffering at the time, including Premier League clubs due to Covid and the corresponding lack of fans on matchdays. But then, apart from the whole human tragedy emerging around them, which was infinitely more important, in the football world, other clubs were suffering worse than them and haemorrhaging money. Every week I would be on Zoom calls with League Two clubs, with owners who weren’t sure whether their club would come through this. We collectively voted to abandon the 2019-20 season. It was a truly desperate situation. Both leagues then struggled without crowds in 2020–21. The costs to put a game on are still significant when you’ve paid for staff and stewards to open up the stadium. And with next to no income coming back into the clubs, it meant a perilous situation for the majority of the 48 teams in these two leagues. When you think that the majority of money in the lower leagues comes from gate income, it’s a very different model than the Premier League where the TV income is enormous.

You really do find out about people when there are points of stress, particularly economically, in football. You find out the real character and whether the game really does have the resilience and camaraderie. Rather than say: ‘Right, this is a moment where we all stick together as one,’ what they decided to do was basically go along and strip the game of money, pulling it all towards themselves. It would have been the end of English football, as we know it, which has always been meritocratic. Promotion and relegation are sacrosanct. If you win, all well and good. But no one gets a free pass. It’s not the NFL.

 

David Jones, presenter Sky Sports Super Sunday and Monday Night Football

 

When Gary said his piece on Super Sunday, I had no idea what was coming, We had been drip-fed news through the day and then the Premier League made a statement condemning the plans, and I thought: ‘Oh. This is serious. Because they never say anything about anything.’

We had abandoned our half-time analysis and just talked about this one issue, because everything else seemed irrelevant. After the game, I just wanted to see how far Gary would go. Obviously, it’s my job to push him a bit, but he didn’t need a lot of encouragement. It was dramatic stuff.

On the Sunday evening, we convened on the way back from the studios and we agreed we needed to get Gary on Monday Night Football as it was the only story in town and we needed to tackle it head on. He was initially reluctant, but the rest of us got to Sky quite early the next day (Monday), each a bit shell-shocked, and by then Gary was on the train down.

We realised this was an opportunity to have an impact and give it everything we could. The head of football and the deputy head of Sky Sports joined us in our meeting, which had never happened before, because we wanted them to explain what was at stake. That added to our desire to tackle it head on. We don’t use autocue on Monday Night Football but I had scripted my opening lines. Statements kept coming in from the Prime Minister, from Prince William, head of FIFA. I just thought I would collate all of them into the opening. And my opening line was: ‘This is a Monday Night Football like no other.’

Because we were late getting to the studios and there were no rehearsals, I did a practice run about ten minutes before going on air. And Gary turned to me and said: ‘That’s good that, Dave.’ And he never ever compliments me.

 

I came down to studios in London on that Monday around two o’clock, later than I would normally get there, because my appearance wasn’t planned. So I missed the initial meeting, but the Sky bosses had come into it and said: ‘Look, this is dangerous. This is basically something that affects everybody within this company and football as a whole.’ Sky were livid with it, but I’d already gone on one the day before so it’s not like I had deliberately synchronised my views with Sky. But for Sky, the prospect of owning rights to a Premier League without the excitement of Champions League qualification was awful. It’s just not the same product.

Although I had shuddered when I saw Joel Glazer’s name on the launch document, going into the show I was 70/30 that they would bottle it. It was so unpopular! Crucially, they didn’t seem to have squared off the UK government. They were going to court in Madrid, stopping UEFA from punishing them, citing Spanish and European law. That seemed odd in the era of Brexit. Six of the clubs were English and so not bound by European law. If the British government made it illegal or even came out against it, it would be very difficult to proceed. It was almost as if the prime movers hadn’t really thought that through.

I just kept thinking about Jürgen Klopp. What’s Klopp going to say? There is no more charismatic communicator in English football. He speaks, people listen. He has the credibility of having won the Champions League, the Premier League, and his heart always seems to be in the right place. When Liverpool fans protest against the owners, he always understands why and seems to act as a go-between. He’s spoken about his own idea of socialism, of his appreciation of football as the people’s game. In that sense, he’s a direct successor to Bill Shankly.

Liverpool players had been for a short walk in Leeds that day and had been taken aback by the abuse they received from the public. Though there were no crowds, they could see fans gathered outside the ground protesting when they arrived, the banners denouncing their club. So what Klopp said was crucial.

 

 

Monday Night Football, Leeds v Liverpool, 19 April 2021, pre-match interview with Jürgen Klopp

 

Prior to the match, Liverpool fans group Spion Kop 1906 had informed the club that their display of banners on The Kop, which had been placed there to represent the fans during lockdown, were to be removed as a sign of protest. Leeds United had warmed up in T-shirts reading: ‘Champions League – Earn it’, directed at Liverpool, and had left some T-shirts in the Liverpool dressing room.

 

Sky reporter, Greg Whelan: Jürgen, not too long ago you said you hoped there wouldn’t be a Super League. What are your thoughts, your feelings today?

 

Jürgen Klopp: Didn’t change. My feelings, my opinion didn’t change. I heard first time about it yesterday, when you’re trying to prepare for a game, a very difficult game against Leeds United. So far we’ve got some information, not a lot, to be honest. Most of the things you more or less can read in newspapers. Yeah, it’s a tough one. People are not happy with that. I can understand that. But I cannot say a lot more about it to be honest because we were not involved in any processes. Not the players, not me, we didn’t know about it. That’s the case. The facts are out there. Now we will have to wait [to see] how it develops.

 

Whelan: Just as a football man, what are your own instincts?

 

Klopp: I’m fifty-three years old and since I was a professional player, the Champions League was there. I’m not sure, 1993, or something like that was the [start of the] Champions League. My aim was always – as a player it was not possible – but as a manager was always to coach a team there. So, I have obviously no issues with the Champions League. I like the competitive fact of football as well. I like the fact that West Ham might play Champions League next year, no problem. The most important part of football are supporters and the team. So, we have to make sure nothing gets in between that. The thing that people think is not right is the competitiveness. I get that. I don’t like that we may not be in the Champions League, but if we earn it, we want to be there, like anyone else . . . I heard already there are warm-up shirts; we will not wear them; we will not wear them. If someone thinks they have to remind us that you have to earn [it] to go to the Champions League, that’s a joke, a real joke. And it makes me angry. So if they put it in our dressing room, if it was a Leeds idea, thank you very much. No one has to remind us. Maybe they have to remind themselves.

 

 

Jamie Carragher

You’re always a bit more embarrassed when your own club’s involved. That was the biggest thing for me. I said that if Jürgen Klopp is against this and we lose him on the back of it, Liverpool supporters will rip that stadium down, because he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to the club for thirty years. Because of where the club has come from, the socialism in the city, Bill Shankly’s own socialism, the importance of the success of Liverpool and Everton in the 1980s when the city was being so ravaged by Thatcherism, because of all of that, it was embarrassing for Liverpool.

In the main, I think the owners have been good for Liverpool. I must say that. But because of our history in the city, the news really hit home in Liverpool, maybe more than for the other five clubs. Thinking about the club and where it had come from, that these new guys in town think they can just change what’s been there for over a hundred years? We ain’t gonna let it happen. Imagine five English guys going to the baseball over there and doing that with the Yankees and the Red Sox and ripping apart something that’s stood for a hundred years? Ripping apart a league. That would never be allowed in their country. Not a chance.

I couldn’t believe how naïve the English clubs were. I never saw this as a European Super League. I saw this as a Premier League Super League, in that no other country has six teams in it. We didn’t need to be in this. Basically, it all stemmed from the fact that European clubs cannot believe the revenues that the Premier League generates. That a team which finishes bottom can still get a hundred million and almost have as much money as a top European club such as Juventus. Spain and Italy had three clubs each. England had six. That just tells you everything you need to know. Basically, what they wanted, we’ve already got. We didn’t need to join it.

Because of Covid, they were becoming desperate, since they were losing hundreds of millions of euros. Look at Barcelona. Look at the revenue that Juventus has lost. And when you start becoming desperate you do stupid things. That’s not just football, that’s life. I wouldn’t say I would give these foreign clubs a free pass on that. What they did is obviously terrible. But they were desperate. Why were our clubs railroaded though? How could they get talked into it by Barcelona and Real Madrid? How could they not see: we don’t need them. They need us! That’s what it is.

 

We knew we had to go big and unleash. But we also had to be strategic and say things that would mean that fans would be boiling as well. You can’t do these things on your own. I’ve had a couple of experiences in business where the people have been against me. We wanted to regenerate Turn Moss for Salford’s training ground and the local community came out against me, wearing Gary Neville masks. We had to listen and back down. If you haven’t got the community or the people with you, then you aren’t getting any message across, as good as it may be.

 

David Jones

The game was so irrelevant. We were hearing from the managers, but we only wanted to hear from them on one subject. That’s the only thing we wanted to talk about. Klopp had a little pop at Gary during his interview. And that’s the only time I felt we had to be a little bit careful, because we didn’t want a situation where this got overtaken by Klopp v Neville. So I had to row us out of that water. I had written a checklist of all the key points I wanted us to cover and I still felt we had a couple to get through in the last half-hour; indeed, we picked up some more momentum in the last half-hour of the show. It was all unrehearsed so it did stand out as a broadcasting experience. It was totally unscripted and very much the case of feeling it as we went. It was fun, as we don’t often get to do that on our show. There is a structure normally. This was unique, an entirely unprecedented show. It felt like the whole of football was completely united and it was a good feeling: as though you were all fighting for the same cause against something that was incredibly unjust.

 

We knew that on Monday Night Football we had to say things that would hit home and that tugged on the heartstrings of historic clubs. So we referenced Shankly, Sir Matt, Sir Alex, Klopp – people who always spoke or speak about wider society, who have had great social impact in football, to whom the idea of breaking away, of not looking after your own, is ludicrous. Basically, managers stepped into a socialist view of the world. We had to tap into that sense of history and responsibility. And we wanted to get to Manchester City fans, though they are relatively new to the elite. The work that their owners have done with Sheikh Mansour’s money in east Manchester, regenerating that area, is incredible. Why does Sheikh Mansour need another £50 million or £100 million? They’ve created a community in east Manchester and built so much goodwill by putting wealth into our city. They’ve done all that amazing work at City with cheap tickets, affordable football, great leisurewear, great pre- and post-match experiences for fans. Everything they do is really good. Why would you ruin all that for £50 million pounds when buying City was a £2-billion-play for the state to gain acceptance in the Western world?

When the Super League proposal all started crumbling a day later, City began claiming that they were the last, as if this was some sort of acceptable defence of their position. The fact is, I think City panicked and got railroaded into a terrible decision which demonstrated a lack of self-confidence. They should have stood strong. Paris St Germain didn’t go in. Bayern Munich didn’t go in. Borussia Dortmund didn’t go in. They were on the right side of history.

People might say it was a strategic political play by PSG, because they are owned by Qatar, which is invested in the 2022 World Cup and so couldn’t afford to upset football’s authorities. But ultimately they didn’t baulk and they didn’t go in. And the German teams didn’t go in, so everything we think about Germany, with the fan model of ownership, the affordable tickets and travel prices, that model stood strong in a moment of stress. That tells you their core foundational beliefs are steadfast and worthwhile. Fundamentally, their ethos held together, their ethics held strong. Our ethics and foundational beliefs proved to be rotten. Our clubs were shown to have the moral compass of alley cats.

It was really important that the players spoke out and James Milner did a really good job that night. He was short and to the point. When he was asked what he thought about the Super League he said: ‘My personal opinion is, I don’t like it and I hope it doesn’t happen.’ That became a slogan for the Liverpool players who then Tweeted their opposition the following day.

 

David Jones

We felt we could have an impact on the parties that were involved that night in the game, so primarily Liverpool. We could send a message: ‘You can put a football match on, put your players up and managers up, but we’re not actually interested in that because you’re threatening the fabric of English football.’ It was never going to be the type of night where we ended up talking about the race for the Champions League spots.

The fact that there were no fans there made our job a little bit easier, as there weren’t the usual rhythms and noise. It was such a sanitised event, being played out while we drew breath ready to talk more. When we came off air there was a collective feeling that we couldn’t have done any more and we also felt that the tide was turning that evening, because of the way Klopp and Milner has spoken. I think there was a gathering sense of early momentum; the sands were shifting. There was a sense of what the next twenty-four hours might bring: watch this space. There was clamour building and we had been at the heart of that on Monday night. So then we were all sitting back watching the dominoes fall.

 

The big moments after the game were when Patrick Bamford and James Milner came out and spoke against it. And Klopp clearly wasn’t in favour. And that was it, they were dead. I knew some of these characters like Daniel Levy, Ed Woodward and John W. Henry would wilt. They couldn’t handle this.

 

Jamie Carragher

We came off that show thinking or hoping we’d played a part. By the end of it, I was convinced it wouldn’t go ahead. Maybe it was off social media, looking at my phone when the game was on. Obviously, we had done our first hour. We weren’t 100 per cent sure how it would go and then you see the interviews with Milner and Bamford. Just at the end of the show, I said something like: ‘This is gonna fall like a pack of cards. This is finished.’ And it did. Actually, it was interesting watching it the next day, I’m not a very emotional person in terms of welling up, but there was a sense of emotion when I saw the crowds gathering outside Stamford Bridge the next night. Chelsea were playing Brighton and though fans still weren’t allowed in the stadium, thousands had gathered to protest. When I saw sporting director Petr Cˇ ech coming outside to speak to the fans, I thought: ‘This is massive.’ It felt like a huge moment, like a big political moment. I always remember when David Cameron walked out on the back of Brexit, watching that moment. It felt like that. I didn’t cry. But I was a bit like: ‘Wow, this is powerful.’ Chelsea put the statement out first, saying they were out, and then you knew the rest would crumble.

I was proud and a little bit emotional, because it felt like it was one of the first times that the power of the people had shown itself. The people had taken on the big dogs, if you like, these owners, these multi-billionaires who normally just throw their weight around and get what they want. And it was England, it was nowhere else; it was here, in our country: it was our supporters that stopped it. I think it’s something that we should all be immensely proud of. I know speaking to people within the game that a lot of people around Europe were like: ‘Wow, that’s what English football did, what their supporters did up and down their country for our game!’ It just shows the power of the supporters and I think that’s something we’ll always look back on and remember. It was great to be a part of it and be part of the fight that stopped this ludicrous idea going forwards. It was all about greed and I’m really proud that it was our country that stopped it and not Spain or Italy.

Me and Gary are pretty similar. I don’t think we’re too worried about what social media says. I don’t think we’re swayed too much or that we would allow it overly to affect us. Social media is a bit of a different world, a bit mad. But it was the one time I can ever remember when everybody came together. I don’t think it’ll happen again. It brought everyone together, just a couple of days after the announcement. I’m sure when the next game started it all went back to normal. Or the following weekend. But it was a really good feeling to get everybody together because it doesn’t happen, ever, in football. You weren’t just getting messages off people to do with your own club. It was from clubs up and down the country and messages from CEOs of different clubs, thanking us. Not thanking us, as such, but more for me and Gary being part of that show.

John W. Henry did a video after the Super League to apologise and I think it was the worst thing he ever did. That will haunt him one day when he shows his true colours. Liverpool fans at the moment are euphoric because of the Klopp era and what’s happening at the club, but one day he’ll regret that enormously because it demonstrates how disconnected he is from the people at Liverpool. Then there was Joel Glazer speaking to Manchester United fans at a fans’ forum and pretending that he cares about them. You know what you can do with northern people? You can smack them in the face with the truth. We might not like it, but we’ll say: ‘At least he’s told us the truth.’ They would be better off saying: ‘This is how it is.’ What you can’t do is feather us and tickle us with what many thought were lies. And that’s what it seemed these lot tried to do. I wish they’d had some bottle, had done a press conference, stood there together to talk about the Super League and how it was good for the game. Instead, they wilted like . . . I don’t know . . . like a Solero in 90-degree heat. They melted inside twenty-four hours, which meant that they hadn’t actually planned well, they weren’t well organised, they didn’t have good communication. Clearly they hadn’t examined or thought through the ramifications outside of their own little bubble. All that told me is what they really are, which in my view is dangerous for football and people who don’t see anybody else’s perspective.

John W. Henry and Joel Glazer will make enormous money out of the sale of these clubs one day and that’s capitalism. However, so long as they own those clubs they’ve got to respect the English pyramid. They’ve got to try and act in the best interests of football and stay true to Manchester United’s and Liverpool’s principles and values. They have to build a winning football team but at the same time be part of a league structure that looks after smaller teams. There are some things when you buy into a football club like Manchester United that maybe aren’t specified in the terms and conditions in the small print, but they are still expected of you.

It was disgusting. They must have seen Bury go bust, Wigan and Bolton under stress, and their scheme would have pulled away more money from these clubs, rather than resetting the game and redistributing the wealth more widely through the pyramid. I get it. I’m all for a competitive market. For all the Red Nev stuff, I’m a capitalist. The free market is too embedded. I invest in businesses and I invest in football clubs. I’m not against owners gaining a return and we know the biggest are always most likely to succeed but it’s important that you act with dignity and fairness.

Football has to come away from the idea that it’s just a business like any other. It’s not. Football clubs have to be treated differently. I don’t think I’ll ever make money out of Salford. I doubt I’ll get my investment back. But it’s not my goal to make money and if I do, it will be because we have done something unbelievably right. The best analogy I can give is that clubs should be like listed buildings. They should be protected assets and treated differently as such. You can’t go to a town hall in London, Manchester or Leeds and just knock it down. It’s a symbol of the city. Leeds United, Manchester United, Liverpool, Everton, Barrow, Bury, Wimbledon, Exeter – these clubs are so important to the fabric of those cities, towns and communities that they have to be protected, which means owners cannot just come in and do what they want with them.

We have to stop talking about football as a business unless we can talk about it in equal measure as a community asset. You go to Bury, talk about football in such places, and they all bleed football. They
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