THE FOOTBALL SUPPORTER – DECLAN HILL INTERVIEW

Here at tfs towers we’re a cynical bunch. We know o jogo bonito (the beautiful game) as Pelé memorably called football (so much sexier in the original Portuguese) has a dark side. Very dark in fact. Pitch black for those who remember the rash of floodlight failures at matches in the 1997/98 season over here. A phenonomen connected to Far East gambling syndicates.

Canadian investigative journalist Dr. Declan Hill, has recently kicked over some of the rocks under which those who disfigure our great game hide. His recent book The Fix – Soccer And Organised Crime has caused more than a few waves. Declan’s middle name really should be “Dangerous”. He’s probed the Canadian mafia, blood feuds in Kosovo and ethnic cleansing in Iraq in his work for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (broadly equivalent to the BBC here in Blighty, for whom he’s also worked). His stuff has also been shown south of the Canadian border on the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) in the USA. This is the sort of work that can lead a journalist being declared, “missing, presumed holding up a motorway flyover.”

Here at tfs we think you should spend any book tokens you get for Christmas on this book. Unfortunately Declan has been unable to find a British publisher for his work so far. We’d like to congratulate Canadian publishers McClelland & Stewart for having more vision than publishers on this side of the Atlantic.  It gets even more embarrassing when you find out, the book has been translated into seven languages.  It has been on the best-seller lists in Germany, Denmark, France even Italy.  (Although, you wouldn’t think you could tell the Italians much more about corruption in football!). However, British readers can at least get the book through most good on-line booksellers. We think it’s a “must read”. Former Monaco, Arsenal, Barcelona, Chelsea and France midfielder Emmanuel Petit says, "This book explai ns the fight between good and evil that exists in international football today.” We agree.

tfs asked one its regular guest columnists, Arsenal fanzine and blog writer Vic Crescit to interview Declan to learn more about him and his book. Being Canadian Declan spends some of his time, unsurprisingly, in Canada. Most Canadians do.  However, he did most of his research while being a graduate student in our own University of Oxford.  So the transatlantic phone lines hummed for a while as Vic got Declan to tell us his story. Read on.

VC: Thanks for chatting to tfs Declan. Tell us a little about yourself and how you came to be interested in the game.

DH:  I was actually brought up in the UK and have played and followed football all my life.  I love the game it really has brought me some of the best friendships and moments in my life.

VC: So what led you to write The Fix?

DH:  I worked for a long time with the Canadian equivalent to Panorama.  A few years ago I worked on a documentary about the connections between the Russian mafia and a number of prominent ice hockey players in the National Hockey League, which is the big sport over here.    I am not just speaking about extortion and protection money, which at the time a U.S. Congressional investigator estimated that more than 80% of the players were paying to mobsters.  I am talking about close social, political and economic connections between really, really top Russian Godfathers and some of these hockey stars.   The links were absolutely undeniable and proved and admitted on both sides.   

We went to Moscow to interview some of the Godfathers.  After one interview, the man who the U.S. Congress and the F.B.I. had stated was the head of the organization that provided protection to all the mafia groups that offered protection to the rest of the country, took us out to dinner at a little Georgian restaurant in the middle of Moscow.  During the dinner I asked him if he liked hockey.  He replied, “Yes, but I LOVE football!”  And then he began to talk about how he watched the Final game of the 1994 World Cup in the VVIP Box a few seats away from the president of FIFA.  I thought to myself, “Crikey! if I ever get out of this place.  This would be a great story to follow.  What is a man like this, doing a few seats away from Joao Havelange?  What is going on in my favourite sport?”

After that, I worked on a number of other organized crime documentaries, but I always had those questions in my mind.  Then during the Iraq War, when I was working in Northern Iraq, I had got a scholarship to study at the University of Oxford.   So when I went there I decided to spend my time studying the role of organized crime in football.  

I then spent four-years researching and doing interview with over 220 people: players, referees, officials, gamblers, policemen, prosecutors and, most importantly, the match-fixers themselves.  I have to say that I never, ever accepted to find the stuff out that I did.  It is the story of the most important scandal facing sport in the world today.  A shocking story and it is even more shocking that so few football authorities are doing anything about it.
VC: Why do you think you’ve had so many problems getting British publishers?

DH:  It has been very odd. As you say the book has been picked up and turned into a best-seller across Europe.   We even have had interest from a film company in Hollywood.  So even the Americans are interested in a proper sport!  Yet no British publisher has given it a serious look.   

Look, I think some of them have turned it down, because they simply did not like the book, which is fair enough.  You cannot please everybody.  However, there has been an active complicity in football corruption by a couple of the British publishers.  Two of them wrote to my agent and said very explicitly, “We like the book. We believe in what Declan is writing.  We think it will be huge.  But we also do biographies of famous football players and we do not want to make them angry.”  As if publishing a book that helps the fight against corruption is going to make the players angry!   These people simply do not get it. Most of the time it is the players themselves who are the victims of the corruption.   

My concern is not simply about getting my book published, it is about getting this story out to enough ordinary fans who can then force football authorities to change. Otherwise, the sport will be in serious, serious problems. 

VC: And what, if anything, are the football authorities doing about this problem? Is it enough and, if not, what more do they need to do?

DH:  The football authorities have been, in general, absolutely shameful in their response to match-fixing.  In the book, we see that the football leagues in Asia have been effectively destroyed by match-fixing.  In China, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia and Vietnam attendances at matches have disintegrated.  The same fixers who so ruined the sport there, are now moving into European football and some of the big international tournaments.  

Fighting against them is relatively easy.   There are some very basic reforms which can be done almost in a few days.  Yet the football authorities, for the most part although there are some exceptions, have not done these things.  For example, every major professional sport in North America has a security department.  A division of their organization staffed with former FBI agents and big-city cops.   They have the resources and capacity to deal with the match-fixers.   It is easy to implement such a security department.  The football authorities have refused to do it.  It is disgraceful. 

VC: Anything football fans here and elsewhere can do about match-fixing?

DH:   Yes, absolutely.  Go to my website www.howtofixafootballmatch.com.  There you will find a petition called “Save Our Game”.  I am asking readers to sign it, so we can send it to the football authorities. It asks for three basic things:  well-resourced security departments, a police investigation of the revelations in my book and a system of payment for international players that goes directly into their bank accounts and not through the national football associations.   This way they are not ripped off by their own football officials (which happens often) and are not tempted to take the money of the fixers. 
VC: Anything else you’d like to say to tfs readers?

DH:  Yes, do not believe anyone who says either there is no corruption in football or that there is nothing that can be done about the corruption.  There are plenty of things that can be done, that should be done and that must be done to protect the sport that we all love.    

VC: Thanks Declan. And congratulations on having the good taste to be a Gooner! All the best with the book. Keep on turning over those rocks!

DH:
Thank you, Vic. It is great to talk to people who genuinely love football. 

ENDS

