Editorial

IT’S SAFE, BUT IS IT FOOTBALL?
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them, dodging hither and thither in the penalty area before parting with the ball has

become a habit.

“Add to that the modern tendency on goal-kick occasions. The ball goes out of play
wide of the posts. The goalkeeper retrieves it, without any suggestion of haste, places it
on the six yards line, retreats and then advances once more to take the goal-kick. Quite
frequently that goal-kick merely sends the ball to a colleague just outside the penalty
area, who forthwith returns it to the goalkeeper. At long last he either boots it or throws
it in the direction of the other goalkeeper. A lot of time spent on doing very little.”
Well, those in authority did make an effort, and eventually the four-step rule was intro-

duced. It was simple, really. A problem — in this case time-wasting by goalkeepers — had
been identified, and a sensible change in the laws of the game was made to deal with it.
Nowadays we have other, more serious problems to deal with, and the measures taken by
those losing CuF finalists of 1959 have hit the headlines nearly thirty years on.

At the end of the 1986-87 season, Luton Town’s executive director J. R. Smith kindly
sent me a report on the club’s ‘home supporters only’ licy. In his covering letter, he
said, ‘So far as defeating hooliganism is concerned, I think you will agree it has been an
outstanding success.’

That is certainly a very difficult conclusion to argue with and the statistics are impressive.
Last season, 24 League and FA Cup matches were played at Kenilworth Road under the
scheme, and there was not one single arrest or incident worthy of note either inside or
outside the ground. In March 1985 the infamous Luton v Millwall cup-tie was marred by a
riot in which 47 people, including 33 police officers, were injured and £70,000 of damage
was done. That season, 190 arrests were made at Luton, followed by 102 in 1985-86.

During 1985-86, the St John Ambulance brigade at Luton attended 96 casualties, includ-
ing many victims of violence. Last season there were only 16, and all were either accidental
or due to illness. Home supﬁort has increased by 5 percent, and 26 percent of those
attending matches are either children or pensioners. Local shopkeepers and other business
people are delighted. The town’s major shopping centre, the Arndale, has reported a 40
percent upturn in trade on match days, and a nearby secretarial college which had pre-
viously cancelled its Saturday courses because the young girl students were frightened and
harassed, has now re-opened.

As part of the report, Chief Superintendent Glyn Spalding of the Bedfordshire Police
tells us that the police presence at Kenilworth Road has been reduced to about a quarter
of its previous level, not only saving the club approximately £70,000 per year in policing
charges, but more importantly releasing officers for other valuable work in the community,
most notably the drive against domestic burglaries.

Well, it’s safe, but is it football? On Tuesday, 5 May 1987, Oxford United visited Luton
for a vital First Division fixture. Luton were already in a healthy position in the League
table, but Oxford were in desperate trouble. A win would see them avoid the dreaded play-
offs and ensure their survival. Win they did, by 3-2, but what an unnatural sight it was when
the winning goal went in, to see the Oxford players jumping for joy on the Luton plastic,
watched by nearly nine thousand totally silent spectators!

Of course, Luton are to be admired for adopting a radical approach to the problem of
hooliganism, and for sticking to their guns when faced with expulsion from the League Cup
as a result. Futhermore, there is no doubt that the local community are pleased and relieved
by the new atmosphere on match days.

But in those days in the late 1950s I always used to think it was terribly unfair when
teachers, just to take the easy way out, used to punish the whole class for the misdemean-
ours of one or two villains. Agreed, the system worked in the sense that the teachers were
employing peer group pressure to keep the miscreants in line, but I thought it was the
teachers’ job to do that, and never could accept that I was liable to be punished for the
wrongdoing of others.

Now it seems that Luton Town Football Club, with the full backing of the Bedfordshire
Police, the Borough of Luton, the St John Ambulance and the local business community,
are employing the same tactics. In order to remove the hooligans, they have removed the
spectators en masse, and I can’t help feeling that it’s a cop-out.

A Bedfordshire Police press handout says: ‘It has been acknowledged throughout with
genuine regret that hundreds of well-behaved away supporters are being penalised tgl this
scheme and from the outset it was hoped that eventually away fans could be reintroduced
starting in a carefully controlled manner.’ :

Let’s hope so. The hooligans should be rounded up and J)ut away, especially those who

carry offensive weapons. Nobody wants them in or around our football stadiums, but we

do need genuine supporters of both teams to give the game its essential atmosphere.
PETER DUNK
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