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THE RICH LIST
CLUB OWNER FROM PRIOR SPORTING INTEREST WHEN HOW MUCH?

Chelsea Roman Abramovich Russia Nil June ‘03 £60m

Man Utd Malcolm Glazer USA Tampa Bay Buccaneers May ‘05 £790m

Portsmouth Alexandre Gaydamak Israel/France, of Father sponsors Hapoel Jan-July ‘06 £47m
Russian descent Jerusalem basketball team

Aston Villa Randy Lerner USA Owns Cleveland Browns July ‘06 £62.6m

West Ham Consortium headed by Iceland European football (various) Nov ‘06 £85m
Eggert Magnusson

Liverpool George Gillett & Tom Hicks USA Own Montreal Canadiens Feb ‘07 £470m
& Dallas Stars, respectively

THE NUMBERS GAME

FOR LOVE OF
MONEY, THEN 
OF THE GAME

E N G L I S H P R E M I E R S H I P

RAJIV NAIR
sports@newstoday.com.sg

ON FRIDAY, former Thai Prime Minister
Thaksin Shinawatra completed the takeover
of Manchester City for £81.6 million ($250
million), having previously been thwarted in
his efforts to buy Liverpool.  

Neither the charges he currently faces
in Thailand nor the concerns of British Sports
Minister Richard Caborn has hampered his
takeover of the English Premier League club.   

In an article entitled Why are so many
wealthy foreigners buying into English foot-
ball?, which appeared on the online edition
of the Belfast Telegraph recently, the question
was posed: Are foreign owners of English
football clubs a good thing?

There is nothing new in wealthy indi-
viduals buying into English football clubs.  

They have traditionally done so for a va-
riety of reasons, such as:
• The prestige or publicity that comes with

owning a football club
• Being fans themselves, they want to use 

their wealth or influence to help the club 
achieve success  

• Given the strong links between many 
English football clubs and the communi-
ty in which they are based, they may want 
to put  something back into the commu-
nity in which they made their wealth

• As an investment

A similar variety of motivations lie behind
the interest of the current breed of wealthy

foreigners who want to own an English foot-
ball club, subject to the following additional
considerations or qualifications:
• Given the global profile of the Premiership,

any prestige or publicity of owning a major
English club is no longer local or even 
national, but international 

• Wealthy foreigners are unlikely to be 
longstanding fans of the clubs they 
acquire

• While a wealthy foreigner is unlikely to 
have made his wealth within the 
community in which the club is based, or 
even within Britain, he may want to 
create a presence for himself there  

Foreign ownership of EPL clubs is not
new — Mohamed Al Fayed, the Egyptian
owner of Harrods, purchased nearby Ful-
ham in the summer of 1997 (then just pro-
moted to the third tier of English football) and
financed both the redevelopment of the club’s
ground, and their rise into the EPL. 

Before that, Sam Hammam, a Lebanese
businessman, owned a majority stake in Wim-
bledon from 1975 to 1999, during which
time they rose from non-league football to the
top flight in England.  

Milan Mandaric, a Serbian-American
business tycoon, who had previously owned
San Jose Earthquake, a Major League Soc-
cer club in the United States, and French club
Nice, took over Portsmouth in 1998.  

Since Roman Abramovich took control
of Chelsea in June 2003, a number of ac-
quisitions of major English clubs by for-
eigners have taken place (see box above).

Foreign interest in acquiring English
clubs now even extends to the second tier of
English football. After disposing of his in-
terests in Portsmouth, Mandaric took over

Leicester City in November 2006, while an
American consortium is interested in ac-
quiring Coventry City.

Three features appear to recur in the pro-
files of wealthy foreigners buying major Eng-
lish clubs:
• The individuals concerned, especially the

American and European buyers, are 
extending pre-existing business interests 
in sports into the EPL, and the acquisition 
of an English club appears to be a 
primarily commercial decision, against 
the backdrop of the increasing global 
profile of the EPL and the expansion of 
its overseas markets

• A wealthy foreigner acquires an English 
football club in connection with his 
residing or settling in Britain  

• None of them were fans of the club before 
they were linked with the club (even 
though after the purchase of the club, 
they may well become the club’s biggest 
fan, as Abramovich appears to have 
become at Chelsea)   

It is inevitable that with the globalisation
of both the EPL and money, foreign interest
in owning English football clubs has grown.
Ultimately, investors, whether British or for-
eign, are looking at the revenues and the po-
tential earnings of the clubs.  

Revenues comprise mainly of gate re-
ceipts, television deals and merchandising.
Gate receipts and merchandising relate to the
club’s fan base, while each club’s share of TV
revenue in the Premier League depends on
how it performs in the league.  

While Manchester United, Liverpool
and, to a lesser extent, Arsenal, already had
well-established global fan bases before any
foreign takeover, the other clubs that have
been bought over or are targeted did not, or
do not. 

Therefore, the new owners of these clubs
must look to build upon the local fan base,
even if their ultimate goal is to develop a
global one, with all the marketing and mer-
chandising opportunities it provides. 

In order to get the local fans in through
the gates in the first place, or to be entitled
to a bigger share of TV revenue, the clubs
must be successful.  

Therefore, the new owners must ensure
the club succeeds where it matters most —
on the pitch, which ultimately must be good
for English football.

Rajiv Nair, who is mad about statistics, football
and law, is writing in his personal capacity

Billionaire businessmen want
to buy Premiership clubs to
boost wealth and prestige 
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BUYINGSPREE
Other potential takeovers of English
clubs by wealthy foreigners are in
the works:

• An American-led consortium 
is interested in buying
Blackburn Rovers

• Hong Kong tycoon Carson Yeung
has recently purchased a signifi-
cant stake in Birmingham City,
with a view to a £70 million
takeover of the club

• American tycoon Stan Kroenke,
owner of the Colorado Rapids 
(an MLS club), was earlier this year
linked with a takeover of Arsenal,
while more recently, a Dubai-based
group has been rumoured to want
to acquire the club


