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 23rd June 2005

‘I accept all criticism. What I deny is that in Europe, it is different and you need a Plan B. Frankly, I don’t know what that means. It sounds good, but I would like someone in football to explain what is Plan B when Plan A doesn’t work.’ 
  
    Quote by you in ‘The Daily Mail’
I am writing as a life-long Arsenal fan, who has periodically written in to your chairman, or managing director, mainly about off-field matters, but I felt led to write to you at the appropriate off-season opportunity as I was so angry at reading the quotation above that was attributed to you. It seemed to be the culmination of all the frustrations we who have watched from behind the goals have been experiencing for years and appeared to be so childish for someone of such renowned intelligence. If you mean what you say about accepting all criticism, then I hope you are given the opportunity to read this, that you will consider that that I am at least partly ‘someone in football’, and will therefore properly examine what I have to say, and totally believe, as wise supportive counsel. For completeness, I have also included a brief summary of what has been happening to Arsenal Football Club and some sections of supporters in order to provide you with the funds and general platform to present us with your ‘pretty football’.
1. There will never be a justification for having two defensive central midfielders in a good football team.
2. We have won domestic trophies since tactics in the Premier League are irrelevant if you have much better players.
3. David v Goliath dictates that David abandons his many and varied strengths to focus on Goliath’s weakness, yet clearly British ex-player managers (of middle/lower ranking Premiership teams) do not understand this. ‘You have to play your own game’!!! Will mummy smack your bottom if you rather stop the opposition - perhaps you think tactics some kind of sweet?
4. Trivially, if there is no Plan B, Plan A cannot exist, only a formula, (which always works, but we always fail in Europe).

5. It is intrinsically clear the opposition are better off knowing a fearsome danger than not knowing other dangers.

6. An historic unbeaten season achieved virtually without long balls, crosses, headed goals, attacking central midfielders, or a plan B. You must be joking if you think that was entirely down to you – the opposition let you.
7. Brazil has seven goal-scoring players and we fundamentally only have four. Why are they so wrong?

8. All South American teams put ten men behind the ball (and counter attack) against Brazil (who succeed better in ‘Finals’).

9. On the North Bank upper it has been like making love to miss world with your mother watching – often seven players in defensive positions marking one opposition striker, at least two central midfielders in no-mans land, while we pass and move up front.
10. It all went wrong when Adams and Keown wanted to extend their careers with extra protection in front of them.

11. Life’s two perils are not understanding what you are doing right when you fail, but worse, not understanding what you are doing wrong when you succeed. Our hopes of European glory (with such a good team) died when we won ‘the Double’ in 1998 with such a 7-4 formation, which had, as far as one could ever say, nothing to do with the success.
12. Proceeding to justifying anything for adherence to a cause has been the downfall of the world’s worst dictators. (As Shakespeare said in Macbeth with reference to crossing a treacherous river, ‘going o’er is always more appealing than going back’)
13. Clearly, entertainment and success on the pitch are not entirely equivalent, as teams get to a higher level their attacks and defences will more and more cancel each other out (NOT in the Premiership!) and so the central midfielder arriving late at the edge of the box will often make the difference. As Adams and Keown knew, the variations in angle, direction, and speed of arrival makes it, like a drop-goal in Rugby, very difficult to defend against.
14. The best form of defence is attack; the second defensive central midfielder is hardly needed in defence and not at all in attack. Although naturally a basis for pretty and entertaining play it does not nearly make up for the goals scored by Lampard, Gerard, Zidane etc. It is in fact a dolly position, with no marking, no responsibility, no forward goal scoring.
15. I did a survey on the North Bank and though most Manchester United players are treated with spit and venom, Paul Scholes was always revered ‘if ever he would leave his home tow we would always welcome him’. (But if Sir Alex watched us and messed up the dream midfield – Keane and Scholes, both back in defence, Scholes or to a lesser extent Keane supporting the attack, then I suppose you have achieved something. You can see they often scored when they beat us, not their strikers.) 

16. No surprise at all that your newest signing Alexander Hleb scored only two goals last season – par for the course with all our other central midfielders, perhaps he is a central defender out of position like the others? I am not burning with rage any more, just completely baffled that you think the way you do in spite of all the evidence.
17. My father said to me a long time ago that Arsenal has not had a central midfield since Rocastle and Thomas and I berated him for just having a Daily Telegraph opinion, but I know now he was entirely right, and have apologised. The consensus is you would not have been successful ten years ago, nor would you be in ten years time or in managing a mid-table team today. It seems so absurd that you cannot see that the central midfield has nothing to do with our domestic success and everything to do with our European failure. Why would a one-track team ever be the best tactic? 
18. League is a word in English derived from a range of depth under the sea with similar fish, coral, plants etc in it. Therefore, since ourselves, Chelsea and Man U would probably beat West Brom and Wigan nine times out of ten, yet they would not likely beat a Conference side nine times out of ten, the more accurate name for the Premiership would be Premier Four-Leagues or Premier Five-Leagues. A league is not at all to do with a format or a process. 
19. There are eighteen points available to the teams not competing in a Premier League match (two points are scored against non-participants for a draw, but three for a win) and so it is silly for you to say that the Premiership season is a superior measure of achievement than the Champions League. For one thing luck does not even out over such a small period, nor does it always happen for you at the right time. A knock-out cup may not be a perfect measure of ability, but you just have to compare the odds on us winning each trophy to recognise that it is much harder to win the Champions League where many more teams that can win. And on Champions League Group match-day six, in the six games of the eight where one team with qualification at stake was playing another that did not they always went through. Other than the last couple of years, only once in the history of the Premiership has the team that won it also done best against the others in the top six, normally it is about efficiency of putting the rabbits away.
20. And the achievement of George Graham in losing only one game and Brian Clough in not losing any is vastly superior to your unbeaten season, which you can test mathematically just by multiplying the odds of winning each match together – in their day we did not have a dozen games a season when we were 1/5 on to win!
21. As Ray Parlour said on joining Middlesbrough, most teams visiting Highbury lose in the tunnel, so why do you not believe him? Some teams do not try, some try and then give up, and some when losing 0-1 even prefer not to lose 0-3 or 0-4, settling for zero points rather than trying to get back a point. It is fine that you pat yourself on the back for your achievements, but absurd that you congratulate yourself on your strategy, when none is required.

22. Is Thierry Henry the most incomplete striker in the world? It is completely unprofessional not to practice crosses, long balls and headers, which we have often ended up playing as we go out of Europe. It is bad enough that Vieira is like a silly child when on the ball and faced with ten men in front of him and at the end of season 2002-03, when we were going for the title, he twice gave the ball away with only the keeper in front of him. (As he wished to protect against the image of him missing as he toyed with joining Real Madrid.) But that Thierry may have so many image rights, sponsorship, and commercial activities he cannot afford to be seen missing headers is rank awful.

23. Life is not what you do, but what you do under pressure. So how have Thierry and Arsenal done under pressure? The spirit is still there, but often we do not experience big pressure having so many opportunities in each game. 
24. The Cup final was great and I admit that Patrick redeemed himself a little in my eyes with his penalty, but it was ironic that after so many years you found the tactic that Premiership teams have failed to find against us, that all the comparatively weaker teams in Europe know very well, whereas we generally need the opposite tactic!

25. Perspective is a valuable and rare thing that cannot be gained or derived (though love may sometimes be) and I really do think you should watch some games from behind the goal and then you would see things very differently. The media are no help to you at all; I was given a wonderful welcome as an ordinary Arsenal fan by the chap doing the stadium tour of Stamford Bridge last season and he said that often the media do not even sit in their seats, but watch the game inside on TV by the free bar! Often they follow general opinion, not wanting to be critical of you.
26. Personal Perspective I really do worry if you cannot go for an hour without thinking about football; such an obsession will inevitably lead to an extra-ordinary lack of perspective. I sympathise with you if you are surrounded by people unable or unwilling to offer positive criticism, but, as an intelligent man, surely you can see that having a range of diverse interests providing mental escape can only help in your job. Mrs. Thatcher was very popular and successful, perhaps a key Prime Minister of the twentieth century, but she had no outside interests and lost perspective having a cabinet and US President of yes men, – and where are she and the conservatives now?
27. There are plenty of intelligent, experienced people in the crowd – you should seek to harness their perspective.
28. This is no current opinion, we from behind the goal have been complaining from the beginning. (I was put through to Terry Venables on the Virgin Saturday morning show to make that point in the late nineties.) Yes, we shut up after winning the double, which was fantastic, but we have never changed our opinion. It was appalling that we went to Copenhagen for the UEFA Cup Final and, after trouble in the town, that against Galatasaray when they were down to ten men for twenty-seven minutes that Vieira and Petit never got forward as I gather Barry Davies was ranting on about on the TV commentary. Then we undeservedly lost the F. A. Cup Final to Liverpool as Vieira and Grimmandi went up and down the pitch together, neither getting forward enough to help create a goal-scoring opportunity nor able to get back as twice they were by-passed with long balls for Owen to score. Your one-track tactic with square defensive central midfielders is especially bad on a larger pitch. And of course I do not need to recount how often we have gone out of Europe to teams ostensibly weaker than Fulham or Portsmouth, but with tactical awareness.
29. In our greatest single moment at Anfield in 1989, would Michael Thomas have been able to score if he had been restrained by the centre circle all season? Why can you not at least practice some different tactics, formations, or personnel in preparation for the Champions League, when we are winning easily in our domestic league at home? 

30. Life is not about solely playing to your strengths but also covering or at least facing your weaknesses, not least because weaknesses can actually become strengths. We may beat the Australians to regain the Ashes in cricket, but even when they were all conquering, they paid every attention to detail even going to visit a US baseball team to learn how to slide in their fielding. This does not compare favourably with your ideas of not practising heading and hardly practising at all in the second half of the season. No wonder you are so popular with the players!
31. More and more sports are recognising and enhancing the role of tactics and mental strengths as exampled by the introduction of a substitute in cricket, but you seem to think that varying things during a game does not matter. The general policy in Europe is and should be to make the defence look vulnerable enticing the opposition forward, trusting the defence to win the ball, and then counter-attacking fast AND in numbers. 
32. Real Madrid, Manchester United and some other top teams with many ‘stars’ are not doing so well, rather teams such as Greece or Everton are out-punching their weight as is also happening in other sports with Wales winning the six-nations in Rugby and Sussex then Warwickshire in cricket. The greater skills of ‘stars’ are outweighed by problems with egos, team-building, and media issues. Problems of bias can also arise from commercial reality.
33. I thought it was fantastic that Greece won Euro 2004, having never before been in a finals tournament. I so admire their manager for understanding the game of football, convincing his players to play appropriately and then enabling them to do so. What a wonderful triumph – and how humble the players were with it! I saw them in the opening game and so understood they would certainly have a chance to beat France. I did not think they would go all the way, but 13-2 looked very good odds against beating your country. And how it turned out – France looked almost as bad as Arsenal in Europe! Makelele and Viera were in the ‘dolly’ central defensive midfielder positions with Zidane, the world’s best player, out in left midfield! And the team was reduced to Patrick, faced with ten men in front of him, doing his I am going to fall over in a minute pretending to dribble routine or launching balls in the air towards Henry, a situation he does not encounter all season! Ridicules, mon ami! Even my Manchester United friends, who previously thought I was an Arsenal ‘moaner’, understood me from then on.   

34. It is not really Patrick’s fault if you are allowing him to be in the ‘dolly’ position, but certainly most seasons his OPTA statistics are dreadful and usually the website has to cover them up in its annual player reviews.

35. You are wrong to say we are an offensive team. We may be an attacking team, but the word ‘offend’ has a meaning in English ‘to go beyond a line or cross a level’, so since our central midfield is not doing that by not generally getting into the final third, we are therefore one of the most defensive teams in the world, however attacking or entertaining we may be. This may not matter against lesser domestic teams, but will in Europe.
36. It is also the case that when a team only has one tactic and it is not working then players are more liable to let their heads drop or become depressed than when they have other tactics at their disposal. What is the point of you during a game? The danger is that you are too cerebral and so not able to ‘emotionally connect’ with the players.

37. If you actually had someone like Lampard, who scored nineteen goals last season, in central midfield why is it that you do not think with all Arsenal’s possession, he would not score more goals than the extra we might concede? I calculate that with an average Premiership attacking midfielder we would score fifteen more goals and concede three more, but what is more there would be extra opportunities for the other four front players to score goals.

38. Why not have a player like ‘Alan Shearer’ on the bench, just to provide a heading variation for scoring goals? You should realise how silly it looks when we play in a style we are not used to, at the end of European games.
39. ‘If we can beat any team in the world, then we can also beat Farnborough.’ ‘Everyone believes they have the prettiest wife at home.’ We enjoyed your sound bites for many years, but you are losing your edge in this department. It was gruelling to hear you say the year after the quote above that we had the best team when we came second. But more worrying are some of your comments after defeat in Europe ‘We didn't know whether to attack or defend’, ‘We were disjointed in moving from defence to attack’, and ‘Their style of play stopped us from playing’. Some of these comments are very naive. Why should they not be allowed to play in a way that stifles our style of play? Our defence and attack are never connected since there is no runner from central midfield and the opposition know it and so can organise against us. Bayern Munich knew we nearly always play to feet and so the defenders could risk nipping in front of our forward players to take possession off them, (except when we scored). 
40. ‘Rosenborg were committed and organised but you sensed were not going to come out in search of an immediate equalizer for fear of conceding again. They continued to work the ball forward efficiently…’ Well, there you have it really direct from the report of this 1-1 game on the Arsenal website, why we do not do well in Europe, but domestically we do since Fulham, Portsmouth etc. do not sort out a game-plan and stay committed in the game.
41. Presumably Tony Adams is in agreement with your style of play, having been partly the architect, but he looked very silly during Euro 2004 in arguing that Wayne Rooney should not be in the England team and a more defensive line-up be adopted. Top level football is about defending AND attacking and not about something in between.
42. I will be relieved if Patrick leaves, at least with the cut in wages. If Didier Deschamps was the water carrier then he was the water fountain, elegant but not going anyhwere. But your tactics live on and you are responsible.
43. Can you not empathise with our frustration in watching behind the goal, often seeing two central midfielders, four defenders and a goalkeeper marking one opposition striker. Truly there is waste here that six or seven players are left in defence where they are not all needed. Worse still for many years the central midfielders did not even get in the box for corners and free-kicks. Are you so paranoid that you cannot accept the tiny risk from a counter-attack in order to attempt to score goals. Statistically it must be worth taking small risks to score goals.
44. Patrick and other central midfielders are often 33-1 to score first, which is worse than any team in the League. Of course once we are leading they come into there own, but one cannot always rely on being the first to score.
45. I had a few bets on Liverpool including £1 each way at 25-1 to win the Champions League before the season started along with my customary down spread bet on Arsenal in Europe (head must rule heart), though I closed after the Bayern Munich first leg, hopefully. I would suggest we will beat Everton handsomely again in the League next season, but they may well do better than we do in the Champions League, 125-1 is a good price each-way. There is no reason why someone good at scrabble will also be good at dominoes; different skills are required.
46. The attacking Brazil method with seven players getting forward has the benefit that the defenders can take risks in fouling near the half-way line, during any counter-attack; referees do not like booking people there, far from goal.
47. Shouts of rubbish emanated from the North Bank when you brought on Kanu with four minutes to go after ten man Juventus had fought back and held on for a draw. Do you not see how ridiculous this looks? In your early days, you occasionally sent on two extra forwards for wide players and even tried Dennis on the right. Would it hurt so much just to have Dennis or some other attacking player behind the front two? This would be the dream.
48. In the end, I do not understand how you can have studied European football and want to learn and improve, but seem to stick rigidly to the cause of adherence to your style as we continually fail at the highest level. Have you actually learnt anything from eight miserable years in Europe? Try more, better, harder and improve our defending? Rubbish! Please just consider that everyone else might not be wrong, and think how you might try playing an attacking central midfielder, at least when we are winning near the end of games.

Naturally, I would be happy to meet you any time for a conversation about football and I would additionally be interested in hearing more about your background, Mathematical skills, and your time in Cambridge. I have a couple of connections from writing in to the match programme. In the Leeds programme my question about what happens in a penalty shoot-out when one side has gone down to ten men proved somewhat prophetic as you were enabled to allow Wiltord to take a second penalty in the Worthington Cup penalty shoot-out versus Rotherham, before Tavliridis had taken one.  When the first prize question was offered, I managed to win with the following:
Q. We know that players and fans alike like to think of the Club as 'The Arsenal'. What would be the equivalent translation in French, German, Spanish, and Portuguese? Also, do there exist any good translations of Arsenal chants? Nigel Bird, Ealing
A. Svein Clouston, Publications Assistant, answers: Good question. In French 'The Arsenal' can be simply translated as 'L'Arsenal' due to the vowel at the beginning of the noun. In German the most common definitive article for place names is the masculine 'der' with the Spanish and Portuguese equivalent being 'el' and 'o' respectively. As for the football chants, the kindest on your larynx would be, in French, 'Un-zero? L'Arsenal' 

(I provided him with most of this answer!)

I was very grateful to receive a grey t-shirt with an Arsenal crest on it, but since I was not able to go to the relevant game having sold my bonds, and had a friend over from Australia, we went to watch QPR, where we saw the only 0-0 draw of the season, though it did help them get promotion. My friend had another Australian friend, who happened to have previously met the Club secretary and reserve team manager of a non-league team, and so we met him in town, after he had been to their preliminary round F.A. Cup Tie. We proceeded to a discussion over curry and then beer that lasted four hours and was almost entirely about football, which surprised even me. But I guess I can always offer those I meet thought-provoking football questions and discussion.

Thank you for all the hard work you have done for the Club, and I wish you every success.






Yours sincerely,






     Nigel Bird
The Arsenal Way?
According to the statement on the Arsenal set of three Retractable Pens, The Arsenal Way is defined as follows:

Arsenal is an institution in world football that combines the traditions of an illustrious past with a visionary outlook for the future. The Arsenal way is one of dignity, honesty, and respect, offering a sense of belonging and a quiet confidence for the future. There is no disgrace in striving for success, but it has to be done in the right way, within the Spirit of football.

I contend that the Arsenal way has been sidelined lately, for the expedient pursuit of money and success.

1. First, not most important, but very indicative - The Bondholders Restaurant Crispy Onion Ring Fiasco, where an additional cost of £1.10 for the onion rings was made to the meal of sausages, beans, and chips. i) This charge was introduced mid-season, ii) a customer consultation was enacted, but ignored, iii) the cost of the onion rings was re-included in the meal, iv) the charge was then introduced again in the middle of the following season, v) customer anger led to the onion rings being withdrawn from the meal. (Is the Emirates stadium going to cater only for the bottom or top 20% of the population by wealth, by perhaps charging £2:00 for a bottle of cola or even water, (as in the new stand at The Oval, 75p in shops) or otherwise offering only expensive menus. Will there be any popular standard pub meals for the general majority, breakfasts, steaks, salads, etc.? You cannot have one catering company to cover all meal price ranges – profit requirements are quite different.) 

2. The Arsenal website showed inconsistencies and incorrect figures in advertising financial products, compared to the website of the Bank providing such products, which were anyway poor and the website lacks integrity in the offers it presents.
3. Such financial products contained the lucrative exploitation of PPI (Payment Protection Insurance), though this is industry standard it is completely and absolutely wrong for every individual, - only of benefit to the bank.
4. The very late change of the Charlton fixture in 2003 to a Sunday morning kick-off, not mentioned on the Arsenal website until it was stated in the program for the previous home league game. It was also passed off as a premiership decision, when they and Sky had already spelt out the fixtures for the second half of the season and denied any involvement in re-arranging the fixture. (And we find out we cannot play games later than 4:30 p.m. on a Sunday due to local parking restrictions.)
5. Letters, emails, phone calls – many of my specific communications have been disregarded particularly repeated attempts to find out what would happen after the ten-year discount period for A and B bonds ended. There is a general perception of communications with the club being difficult, random in response, of low priority and not really worth the effort.
6. Various errors of judgement were made in approaching the Worthington Cup. First of all a B team is of little use, rather an A team with four or five from the first team squad would provide proper benefit of experience for the reserves and youths. When George Armstrong died, it would have been respectful to recall some of the first team players, given 10,000 extra was put on the gate. When playing London rivals such as Chelsea, a better team should be put out – losing 0-5 was not what the customers wanted. Pricing for Bondholders was completely wrong, taking the matches out of the season ticket at £20 a seat, and then putting them on sale for nearly £50 – perhaps, we could have won the Sunderland game had they been given a good offer (and Sunderland never won again all season). This would be a real opportunity to let kids and locals in very cheaply.
7. Resting players is an issue for the Worthington Cup, but should certainly not be something to be taken forward into the F. A. Cup. Our success is irrelevant, people pay to watch the best players play, and that should be paramount over any fixture congestion. We are a club and it is not right, for example, to say on the website, in the injuries section, that there are no injuries arising from the previous league game and then invent one so Thierry does not play in an F. A. Cup quarter-final. And worse still is not to play him in a semi-final against Manchester United – that is an abuse of our fans, our history, and our traditions. No one is fooled by this spin given Thierry’s imbalance of fitness for League and European games versus his huge lack of appearances in F. A. Cup matches, and this attitude is an open sore on our integrity. 
8. We do not have the divine right to be at the top forever, how would we like it if when out of Europe and mid-table in the league, the opposition rested big players against us in the F. A. Cup? Or a team dropped players in playing a rival of ours? 
9. Most commercial advertisements put before fans on the website, in the programme, or elsewhere, have not at all been vetted as suitable for them often being deceiving and exploitative. This is short-term gain for long-term pain; in the end, fans will object to such offerings and expenditure on them will only add to the general state of indebtedness enveloping our nation and will eventually affect the fans willingness to spend on Arsenal. They have not been consulted as to what commercial opportunities they might like their bargaining power to generate and there is very little on offer for the middle class, only the poorest and the richest. There is naturally most money in a business that does not involve making and managing physical products, such as loans, insurance, investment, gambling, auctions, communications etc. But the long-term integrity and future cash flows from products useful and beneficial to our supporters should be given preferable consideration.
10. Selling Matthew Upson was a universally agreed error, accepted by Arsenal and other teams’ fans alike, he had championship winning and England experience, was young and could play centre or left back. It is not in our tradition to sell such players – what was the problem? (Was it that he was English, white, or signed by George Graham?) 
11. A photograph of the completion of the West Stand 70 years ago appeared in the programme last season stating that all the fans had contributed in faith 'so that no one may profit' yet now the club seems to be willing to allow players to profiteer to an obscene degree. It seems even that the club has co-operated in an off shore tax-avoidance scheme for players, uncovered through Ray Parlour’s divorce case. Some ‘club’ that assists in depriving the community of funds for schools and hospitals.
12. Young players seem to be festering in the reserves along with some very dubious foreign signings eating up our resources and cherished spirit. A couple of British players have gone abroad and found themselves winning trophies with such as Bayern Munich – how can Arsenal so diminish the prospects of our young players? Even if they found themselves at another club, they would have to re-learn the positional side of their game, having played only in teams employing the nonsense of two defensive central midfielders. Money can always buy experience over their heads, so why should they bother?

13. We once had a salary cap or a condition that all players play while receiving roughly the same salary. Modern requirements required flexibility on this, but why complete abandonment? (While not addressing the Ashley Cole Saga, if Vieira is receiving £100k then Ashley surely deserves £500k a week, he does his job and supports the attack.) In the Worthington Cup, when Vieira was playing after returning from injury, there were players who when bonuses and commercial deals are taken into account, were earning less in a year than he was in a day!! Call that a team? You have created a rod for your own back paying such high wages to some players. We should not be governed by marketability, but the willingness to play for the club at the appropriate salary of the team however high that is. Do not be deluded by player loyalty, the club is only special to the fans.
14. The season ticket provides a discount of around half a game over the whole season, whereas other clubs reduce the price almost by half of the combined cost of all the matches. Surreptitiously the cost has been raised so that paying in advance and foregoing interest on paying for matches up to eleven months in advance means that season ticket holders are paying more than, if they paid for each ticket separately like an away season ticket. The value is only in having a seat for the big games, which are diminishing in number – five or six per season. You need to be wary of the implications of this.
15. The approach of the end of the Bondholders ten-year discount period was handled very badly. I wrote a letter to the Box Office, a couple of emails, another letter, and a phone call about what would happen the following season. It seems that the board over-ruled the Box Office in preventing them responding to fans communications on the subject. This demonstrated a club at war within itself and against a section of loyal fans, in fact, if you look up the definition of a club – a united group, with shared interests and social fellowship – this was not the actions of a club at all and not consistent with terms of a financial instrument. The fact that the sending out of season ticket renewals due to the F. A. Cup Final was delayed in order to avoid unwanted publicity for the actions taken at that time, yet the date for payment was not put back, was again deceitful.
16. Furthermore, the inability to be able to swap Bonds for other seats in the stadium or join any waiting lists at anything but the very bottom was very poor, as was not informing the agent for trading the Bonds and the way they changed their fees (£100 extra) as the apparent number of sellers became clear. Was no silver lining or olive branch considered for such loyal fans?
17. To prevent access to price-sensitive information for the Bonds was one thing, but to issue some more in the lower tier without notification to prior Bondholders was almost certainly illegal. You can be thankful we had a good financial deal, but not the wherewithal for a legal battle, but this was just wrong, as you must clearly know. Does the ends, justify the means? 

18. The next year’s final deadline for us to sell our Bonds or just accept the return of our initial investment again looked a little suspicious, but made it clear that it was right to sell. Your agent I am sure did well by getting £150 from buyer and seller, and being paid by you to alleviate your obligation to repay the £1,500, but this time he was very professional and informed.

19. You should reflect a little on the sequence of events for Bondholders. At a time when money was not so rife in football we answered a call to provide funds to help build the North Bank Stand, that poster advertising said would give us a seat to watch Arsenal v Liverpool in the year 2030. We were welcomed to receive our Bonds often with the opportunity to meet a player, and I gather for several years new Bondholders were personally shown to their seat. After eight years or so, we are asked to send supporting letters first to Islington Council, then the Mayor of London, and finally to the Secretary of State for Culture, media, and sport, for the building of a new Stadium for Arsenal Football Club. Then we fail to be treated with any respect as the ten years of discounted tickets, itself introduced as a sop so that non-Bondholders could be allowed in the North Bank Stand with match-day tickets (what would the Bonds have been worth if the initial signed document specifying Bondholders only in the stand had been adhered to) nears the end. It is not that we did not get value for money, but that we were treated so shabbily. Not that we are now out of Highbury, but that the assurances we gave in our letters were violated. Not even that we cry for ourselves, but that we worry about our club, which has served us, football, and the wider community, so well for so long, and its future.
20. You can see from your Bond traders records that there are not many of us left, but it is not too late to gather a distribution list of former bondholders, make some sort of apology, and offer us a route back in. For many of those currently attending matches at Highbury may be gone with the wind if circumstances turn against us, yet amongst us there must be plenty of those treasured future cash flows, even if some have committed never to have anything more to do with the club.
21. A worker on average London wages might have say, £3,000 left after tax, basic expenses, etc. so asking them to pay £1,500 for a season ticket is like asking Arsène Wenger to pay £1.5 million? You may well sell your club level seats just as a cruise ship always sells its more expensive outside berths first, but after we have all paid a visit to the Emirates stadium, what will persuade us to re-join? The general economy, and possibly the future football economy also, are not looking so great.
22. The terrible scandal of the top-priced tickets for the F. A. Cup Final against Chelsea being in the cheapest part of the millennium stadium still rankles with many. The response from the club was silence, and from the F. A. patronising, ignorant, insults. I am sure it was a legal necessity not to admit liability, but this was the angriest I have ever seen Arsenal supporters and again made clear how expedient our interests are compared to other interested parties in the game.
23. The saga I endured applying for a ticket for the Everton away game was indicative of the lack of resources given to liaising with supporters and servicing their needs. (Telephone club - credit/debit cards not allowed – fax sent at Post Office – telephone, fax not received – email copy of fax – telephone club, assured email received and tickets sent – letter delayed – envelope containing tickets does not have my name or flat number and was sent 2nd class.)

24. The mail order saga was when I ordered four items with only one arriving, two months later I query the order and replacement items were sent, then the original three missing items turn up. The Post Office denied responsibility saying they would have returned items to sender after two weeks. I return the items to the club shop without initial acknowledgement.
25. The customer charter is progress, but with no procedure for amendments, or compensation for failure - what is it worth?
26. Perhaps Jill Smith or someone else could not just be a supporter’s club administrator, but also a supporter’s liaison officer. There is a lack of staff able to meet customer’s needs, keep abreast of their expectations, and provide a link with the board.
27. I hear that the training ground has eight pitches and that each week one of them in turn is re-laid at a cost of £22,000. This really is unnecessary and a gross waste of more than £1 million a year. How many glistening training pitches does Arsène need if he is not practising crosses, headers, long-balls, attacking central midfielders or a Plan B?
28. I do believe that the board and the people around Arsène have treated him rather as a Messiah, letting him do what he wants unquestioningly, rather than providing the necessary checks and balances as well as robust criticism that is their remit.
29. I struggle to understand the elderly generation of fans for whom the recent pretty, entertaining football is like prophesy come true. Real supporters want us to be a big club, and so we need to win the European Cup and rather resent the re-writing of George Graham’s unique success as a player and manager at every level. We enjoyed those times and his record still speaks. 
30. I note for the F. A. Cup Final with Southampton their fans tickets had discounts for elderly or children, but ours did not.
31. It was galling that when the Glazer plan was reviewed in the papers on television the reviewer was aghast at the ticket prices at Old Trafford, yet our cheapest tickets are more expensive than their most expensive tickets. An Arsenal fan able to obtain match tickets and the cheapest train or coach travel can watch Arsenal more cheaply in the North-West than at Highbury.
32. Other sports such as cricket have a much better liaison with supporters and coaches such as John Emburey do listen to them.
33. There is more willingness to look at changes in the rules, formats, and running of other sports reflecting customer wishes.
34. Will not the generally amateur upcoming Olympics cast a poor reflection of the money orientated football industry?
35. The Opta Stats as shown on the website are not the best and also could be better interpreted and presented to the manager.
36. The shambles of selling the few extra tickets for home games at the start of last season took inefficiency to new heights. One had to dial an expensive telephone line press many different buttons in a tree process only to find at the end that no tickets were available in that stand or price range and two tickets could not be purchased in the same call. I really could have such a telephone system in my back room at a greatly reduced cost to the club and fans, if there is no possibility of speaking to a person and ticket availability is not made clear at the start to avoid so much waste of time and money.
37. Upon reflection two weeks later having been to the replay at Bramall Lane, I realised something about the Reyes foul in the first game. Presumably, it was realised that since he would be spotted on the television replay as having a glove in a punch he would get an automatic three game ban then he could have a ‘free’ assault on an opposition player, as the ban could not be greater than three games unless it was thoroughly reckless and vicious. I did not like the way Reyes seemed to be on his way down as he committed a terrible foul. A casual hand-ball by Cygan in the last minute induced a penalty that was scored and enabled a lucrative televised replay, depriving my local team Brentford of much needed cash. Whatever was going on here, I did not like it. We are paying to watch competitive sport, not wrestling, and the club should never forget this. 
38. I see from the 2003-04 Accounts that virtually all the clubs efforts for Charity were only induced to get supporters to give, and the amount out of a nine-figure turnover listed as being donated to charity by the club was  just £5,000.  
Summary of Concern

The thrust of my concern is that the Club is in danger of losing its long-held collective identity. It would be easy for the directors to misunderstand the supporters interests and satisfaction, if not ignore them, given the full stadium and acquisition of trophies, but this would be a mistake. By shutting out many hard-core supporters through difficult to obtain and expensive ticket pricing the club could be setting up problems for the future. Where does the club think the next generation of supporters will come from if the younger generations cannot get in to watch live matches? We have no divine right to be at the top of the league and the richer less committed supporters in the stadium may, in some circumstances, fall away while the general football and economic climate may also dip and there is no guarantee that the core supporters will then return. As costs escalate, there is a wider feeling of a lack of belonging that is more serious in the long term. It would be wrong of the board to indulge Arsene’s every whim rather than keep control of costs and maintain consideration for our less affluent supporters.

I see supporting a football club and salvation as a bit like a marriage - the best way to live, but open to abuse from those who either forget that the relationship is certain and strive too hard to make it work or see the relationship as temporary and do not put sufficient work into the relationship. Grace is free, but implies a flow of costly love.

In closing, I freely offer my continual commitment to love and support Arsenal Football Club, faithfully without reservation. I am always at your service and available as I am able, if you can find me.

Nigel Bird

