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Arsenal Supporters’ Trust (AST) 
 

Written evidence to the fan-led review of football governance 

The AST welcomes the government’s fan-led review of football governance and is pleased to have 
this opportunity to contribute. Further to our meeting with the review panel on 25 May 2021 we are 
pleased to submit this written evidence, which includes the results of our membership survey.  

Both Football and Arsenal need to change and we hope that this review will lead to meaningful 
action that puts supporters back where we belong: at the heart of football. 

Football needs to change; Arsenal needs to change 

The recent decision by the owners of six Premier League clubs, including Arsenal, to participate in 
founding a European Super League was a disgraceful betrayal of the principles that English football 
should, and used to, stand for. Those owners who advocated undermining our domestic football 
structure and joining a closed franchise league demonstrated they do not understand the values of 
our game, its fanbase or football in this country. 

But the problems football faces run much deeper than this. Supporters feel ever more 
disenfranchised from their clubs and the widening chasm in the distribution of wealth threatens the 
game’s competitive balance. 

At Arsenal, the Super League decision was just another demonstration of a lack of custodianship 
and good governance since the club was taken over by an investment vehicle wholly owned by Stan 
Kroenke.  

Kroenke is the owner who compulsorily forced the club’s supporter shareholders out and has 
refused all requests to meet personally despite pledging to do so to the UK takeover panel1.   

The AST has always campaigned for supporter ownership and better governance. We designed 
and delivered the innovative Arsenal Fanshare scheme which sadly had to close following a lack of 
support from the current club ownership.  

Empowering fans so they can invest in their clubs and become shareholders is the best way to give 
greater involvement in ownership and governance matters.  

This fan-led review provides an exciting opportunity to build a new fan investment model, 
incorporating supporters across the world, that would broaden ownership, improve governance and 
accountability and could, through the issue of new equity, raise funds to be directly invested into 
making Arsenal a stronger club.  

Alongside this, fans should have some form of ‘golden share’ voting rights that cover key custodian 
decisions such as the club entering new competitions and in Arsenal’s case continuing to play all 
home games in Islington. 

There also needs to more direct engagement between supporters and those running the club, 
including the owner, and a reformed board that includes two truly independent non-executive 
directors and a supporter representative.  

 
 

1 https://www.arsenaltrust.org/feed/news/2013/ast-and-arsenal-fan-groups-request-the-meeting-stan-kroenke-
promised-when-taking-control-of-arsenal 
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Introduction to the AST  

The Arsenal Supporters' Trust brings together supporters of Arsenal Football Club with the goal of 
widening and deepening supporter involvement. We believe passionately in taking a custodianship 
approach and believe this starts with good governance in how the club is run.  

The AST is a Registered Society, registered with the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA). We are run 
by a Board of volunteers elected by the membership. Every member can have a say in how the AST 
is run through surveys, feedback forms, meetings and an Annual General Meeting (AGM). You can 
read more about the AST and our work at www.arsenaltrust.org 

All of our members were consulted as part of preparing this submission and the results are set out 
in Appendices 1 and 2.  

 

Summary of the key changes we would like to see implemented following the Government’s 
fan-led review 

The AST is a member of the Football Supporters’ Association (FSA) and endorses the detailed 
submission they have made to you. In this submission we expand on our recent oral evidence to the 
panel and prioritise the key recommendations we believe would benefit all of football:  

1. Supporters should be empowered to become shareholders in their clubs, an outcome which 
would immediately improve governance arrangements by making owners answerable to 
supporters.   
 

2. Supporters should be given a greater say in how clubs are run through a ‘golden share’ on 
major decisions that affect the future of the club or threaten its heritage. 
 

3. The Owners’ and Directors’ Test needs amending to include the following requirements: 
 

a. All football clubs should have two truly independent Non-Executive Directors (iNEDs). 
These iNEDs should meet the standards set out in the 2018 UK Corporate Governance 
Code  

 
b. The owners and directors should have to endorse, and be regularly assessed on their 

compliance with, a football custodianship duty which would include effective engagement 
with supporters 

 
4. Arrangements need to be put in place for meaningful and direct engagement between 

supporters and the owners, directors and executives of their clubs. This engagement must be 
conducted with openness, honesty and transparency. To help achieve this objective, each club 
should have an elected supporters’ representative on its board and a formally constituted 
Supporter Advisory Board with an open agenda and remit. 

 
5. Effective regulation of football’s rulebooks and licensing arrangements needs to be introduced. 

The substantive change required is that the organisations and personnel undertaking the 
regulatory function should be wholly independent of the owners, directors and clubs they are 
regulating. 

 
6. A thorough review of football’s finances needs to take place. Its focus should be on making 

football clubs more sustainable and ensuring a fair distribution of revenue to keep the Premier 
League competitive and maintain a flourishing football pyramid, including at the grassroots. 

http://www.arsenaltrust.org/
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The following sections expand on the points listed above. Our specific examples refer to Arsenal, 
but the points apply to all English Premier League clubs and in many cases the Football League. 

1. Supporters should be empowered to become shareholders in their clubs, an outcome 
which would immediately improve governance arrangements by making owners 
answerable to supporters.  

 
The AST continues to believe that Arsenal is too important to be owned by any one person. The 
best ownership model for Arsenal, and all clubs, will always include supporters being represented 
and involved in the ownership structure as shareholders. 

Arsenal benefited greatly over many decades from maintaining stability in its ownership structure, 
and from having supporters who owned shares and were actively involved.  
 
Plurality of ownership served Arsenal very well. Supporter shareholders held a custodian role that 
was aided by the protections that company law provides, such as the holding of an open AGM as a 
public limited company and the timely six-monthly publication of a Report and Accounts that allowed 
for scrutiny and challenge to the club’s Board of Directors.  
 
This arrangement meant that necessary checks and balances were in place to protect the club's 
long-term future. Sadly, this plurality reduced from 2011 when Stan Kroenke became Arsenal’s first 
ever majority owner, and ceased to exist after he took his shareholding over 90 per cent and then 
compulsorily purchased the remaining shares, forcibly squeezing out supporter shareholders, many 
of whom had held shares in their families for generations. 
 
To help increase the number of supporters involved in Arsenal’s ownership the AST established 
Arsenal Fanshare2. The scheme was administered by Equiniti and created an easy way for fans to 
buy and hold equity through regular investment. This set up was important because of the limited 
number of Arsenal shares in issue (just 62,217) and the consequent very high price of individual 
shares.  
 
In total Arsenal had more than 3,500 supporters involved in their ownership model in 2010 either as 
direct shareholders or through the Fanshare scheme. Over 2,000 supporters were members of 
Arsenal Fanshare, which, at its peak, owned 116 Arsenal shares making it the third largest 
shareholder at that time.  
 
The AST is calling on the panel to recommend that supporters should be given the opportunity to 
buy at least ten per cent of the equity in their club. By empowering supporters to become 
shareholders they would be granted both a custodian role and the protections that company law 
provides.  

An independent body could determine the fair market price and oversee arrangements for the 
purchase and sale of shares. All shares would need to hold the same voting rights as those held by 
the majority owners. Rather than sell existing equity, clubs could choose to issue new equity and 
invest the capital into their infrastructure, something that could be particularly important as football 
clubs struggle with their finances post-pandemic.  

Recent data from by market research firm Morning Consult showed that there is huge latent 
demand from supporters of Arsenal (and other clubs) to buy equity in their clubs3. Overall it showed 

 
2 www.arsenalfanshare.com 
3 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/fans-think-big-clubs-dont-care-about-them-but-would-invest-for-more-say-study-
finds-qm85m7mzr 
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that more than nine million fans would be keen to invest in their clubs and that at Arsenal that figure 
could be as many as 1.4 million. 

In a recent membership survey conducted by the AST, 98.3 per cent of respondents agreed with the 
statement that supporters of all football clubs should be given the right to buy shares in their club. 
92 per cent said they would be interested in buying shares in Arsenal. 

It also goes without saying that existing shareholdings owned by supporters in any club, or that they 
might secure from any policy changes emerging from this review, should be protected in perpetuity.  

No supporter should face what Arsenal fans did when those who had held shares in their families 
for generations had them abruptly taken away by an unwelcome and dis-interested owner. This 
requires an amendment to company law to remove “squeeze out” rights in respect of football clubs 
and we urge the panel to address this in their recommendations.  
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2. Supporters should be given a greater say in how their club is run through a ‘golden 
share’ on major decisions that affect the future of the club or threaten its heritage 

It is highly unlikely that supporters will be in a position to exercise a controlling ownership majority of 
most Premier League football clubs, due to their current market value. We therefore propose the 
introduction of a ‘golden share’ voting arrangement on key strategic and custodian matters. 
 
Certain protected rights would be classed as reserved matters and administered through a single 
special share to which specific rights are attached – a ‘golden share’.  
 
This arrangement would be best delivered through changes being made to the articles of 
association of football clubs. This could be introduced through a change to the Premier League 
rulebook, a new licensing arrangement for clubs, or a change to company law (which already 
recognises the concept of a golden share).  
  
The AST strongly endorses the introduction of a golden share arrangement. In our survey of 
members there was almost unanimous support for the golden share principle. The full results are 
set out in Appendix 1 to this response.   
 
The AST believes that a golden share should cover the following decisions being given to 
supporters: 
 

• A veto right over a change to heritage issues including the club’s colours or name 
 

• A veto right over the club entering new competitions 
 

• A veto right over a club playing competitive home games away from its home stadium and 
the sale or disposal of the stadium 
 

• The holding of an AGM which the club’s owners and directors attend and at which the club’s 
Report and Accounts are tabled and discussed   
 

• A right to be consulted, or form part of the committee, on appointing two truly independent 
non-executive directors  
 

• A right to appoint a supporter director  
 
It is important to reiterate that the AST does not advocate the golden share provision giving any 
direct involvement or control over football matters. This activity should be undertaken by a well 
functioning board (including truly independent non-executive directors) providing leadership and 
strategic direction to senior executives. The golden share would not include the right to veto the 
business plan or regular expenditure and issues such as the appointment of managers, purchase or 
sale of players and so on.   
 
The exercising of the golden share would either be through the recognised Supporters’ Trust (all of 
which are fully compliant with all FCA requirements and open to membership by all fans) and/or 
those supporters who hold up to ten per cent of equity in the club as described in section 1. 
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3. The Owners’ and Directors’ Test needs amending to include the following requirements:  
 

a. All football clubs should have two truly independent non-executive directors 
(iNEDs). These iNEDs should meet the standards set out in the 2018 UK Corporate 
Governance Code4  

 
b. The owners and directors should have to endorse, and be regularly assessed on 

their compliance with, a new football custodianship duty which would include 
effective engagement with supporters 

 

The current Arsenal Board is simply not fit for purpose when judged against any good governance 
standards, nor in how it engages with Arsenal’s stakeholders and supporters. It has no members 
who are independent of the owners, no one with any previous football industry experience, and no 
one who has any specific role that connects regularly to Arsenal supporters. As the Super League 
decision-making illustrated, the Arsenal Board does not act as custodian of the club and its heritage, 
nor pay heed to the values of English football. 

In our membership survey, 89 per cent of respondents said that the Arsenal Board were not doing a 
good job and 77 per cent endorsed the proposal for two iNEDs to be added to the Board. 

That AST therefore reiterates its call for the appointment of two iNEDs to the Board and for a 
specific custodian duty to apply to all owners and directors. This duty needs to include a 
requirement for effective dialogue with supporters.   

The two iNEDs should also have to comply with this custodianship duty, which should include a 
specific duty to maintain meaningful dialogue with all supporters including the club’s official 
Supporters’ Trust. 
 
 

a. All football Clubs should have two truly independent Non-Executive Directors (iNEDs) 
 
Directors occupy what is known as a fiduciary position in relation to their company, because the 
circumstances in which they act on behalf of the company give rise to a relationship of trust and 
confidence governed by statutory duties. A number of these statutory duties are set out in the 
Companies Act 2006, including to act within their powers, to act in a way that promotes the success 
of the company, to exercise independent judgment, to exercise reasonable skill, care and diligence 
as well a duty to avoid conflicts of interests, to declare interests in transactions and not to accept 
benefits from third parties.   
 
The role of a truly independent non-executive director cannot be underestimated or understated.  
Apart from the general requirements of a board to show diversity and a range of skills 
(circumstances often lacking in football clubs, including Arsenal) good corporate governance is vital 
to the long-term sustainable success of a company, generating value not only for shareholders and 
stakeholders but contributing to wider society. 
 
The gold standard in corporate governance is the UK Corporate Governance Code published by the 
Financial Reporting Council, with the last version published in July 2018 (“the Code”). The Code 
applies only to Premium Listed companies. 
 

 
4 https://www.frc.org.uk/directors/corporate-governance-and-stewardship/uk-corporate-governance-code 
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The Code’s remit extends to consideration of stakeholders. Supporters are the most important 
stakeholders of any football club. Supporters understand their club, the community, its heritage and 
what matters to the fanbase.    
 
The Code takes effect not by statute directly but by being part of the Listing Rules applicable to the 
Premium Segment of the London Stock Exchange. Accordingly, Government needs to provide that 
the rules or licensing arrangements of any relevant football authority should be compelled to adopt a 
corporate governance code similar to the Code. The Government must also mandate that the 
members of each of those football authorities do not have the ability to vote to remove that 
requirement. 
 
It would be possible for elements of the Code to be adapted to suit different sized clubs, with the 
intention that each club has at least one truly independent non-executive director and for the bigger 
clubs at least two. The bigger clubs would include any club in the Premier League and 
Championship. 
 
Football clubs should be required to explain in a written report at least annually how they have 
complied with the Code. 
 
Non-executive directors should be truly independent. The Code sets out circumstances where it 
believes independence is compromised. Currently not one director on the current Arsenal Board 
would be deemed to be independent. Independent directors should not have been an employee of 
the company within the last five years, have or had in the last three years a material business 
relationship with the company, received remuneration from the company other than a directors’ fee, 
have close ties with any of the company’s advisors and should not represent a significant 
shareholder, hold cross-directorships or any significant links with other directors through 
involvement in other companies or bodies, or have served on a board for more than nine years. The 
iNEDs should also have fixed-term contracts so they cannot be removed from office prematurely 
simply for fulfilling their duties. 
 
Each football club should also appoint one of the iNEDs to be the senior independent director. This 
senior iNED would not only provide a sounding board for the chairman and serve as an intermediary 
for the other directors and shareholders, but also be directly responsible for liaison with the 
company’s stakeholders and in particular its Supporters’ Trust.   
 
This senior iNED should have a primary role of promoting and maintaining custodianship for the 
sustainable long-term future of the club. They should have to produce an annual report explaining 
how they and the club have fulfilled this duty. 
 
Appointment of these independent non-executive directors could be left to the board of the company 
to determine, but in accordance with the principles of the relevant corporate governance code.  
Alternatively, the holder of the golden share could be invited to the board panel making such 
appointments and whilst not having a right to veto would at least have the right to be consulted and 
involved in the selection. This could also be the role of the elected supporter director representative. 
 
An elected supporter director should sit alongside the iNEDs. The supporter director’s role would be 
to help ensure effective dialogue and engagement with the wider supporter base and ensure the 
issues that matter to it were considered when key business decisions are being made. They could 
also act as a conduit with the Supporters’ Trust over the application of golden share decisions. 
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b. The owners and directors should have to endorse, and be regularly assessed on their 
compliance with, a new football custodianship duty which would include effective 
engagement with supporters 

The concept of custodianship is vital for clubs which are effectively community assets, even if this 
does not have legal status. As such, any owner is actually a custodian holding that asset for the 
benefit of all stakeholders and future generations of stakeholders. 
 
A custodian is defined as someone who looks after, nurtures and promotes the success of an entity 
or institution. It is a person who has responsibility for taking care of or protecting something. 
 
A specific duty of custodianship should be part of the ‘fit and proper’ owners’ and directors’ test for 
football clubs. This would include a custodianship duty being added to the duties expected to be 
performed by the independent non-executive directors.  
 
A club’s owners and directors should be judged on their adherence to this custodianship duty, 
especially the maintaining of effective dialogue with supporters.  
 
The duty of custodianship is a responsibility to take decisions for the long-term sustainability of the 
club, and to protect and promote the success of the club for all current and future generations of 
shareholders and stakeholders. Custodianship takes many forms but the AST would propose it 
includes the following specific requirements: 
 

• building on the provisions of the Code by specifically recognising supporters as key 
stakeholders and ensuring genuine engagement with them so that they are fully involved in 
understanding, and playing a meaningful role, in club decision-making 
 

• protecting and enhancing the assets of the club rather than stripping them out or allowing them 
to run down  
 

• recognising the impact decisions made by their club have on the wider football pyramid, 
including the game’s sustainability and competitive balance 
 

• making decisions for the long-term benefit of the club rather than for short term profits or gains. 
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4. Arrangements need to be put in place for meaningful and direct engagement between 
supporters and the owners, directors and executives of their clubs. This engagement 
must be conducted with openness, honesty and transparency. To help achieve this 
objective each club should have an elected supporters’ representative on its board and a 
formally constituted Supporter Advisory Board with an open agenda 

Whatever the ownership structure of a club, we believe that its governance will be enhanced if 
supporters have a greater understanding of decisions being made and the opportunity to meet with 
Board members and senior executives to have an input into the key strategic decision-making.   
 
The simple objectives of improving information flows and introducing structures in which supporters 
can be represented does not require any new legislation, but can be introduced by measures within 
the rule books of the football authorities or through a new licensing regime.  
 
The proposals set out earlier in this document to create supporter shareholders, add two iNEDs to 
the club’s board and introduce a golden share will greatly enhance engagement. Additionally we 
have proposed an elected supporter representative on the board of every club, nominated by the 
club’s Supporters’ Trust, which is itself a wholly democratic body and subject to regulation oversight 
by the FCA. 
 
We also endorse the creation of a Supporters Advisory Board (SAB) which has formal recognition 
and its processes written into the club’s articles of association. The SAB would work in tandem with 
the main board and focus on more strategic issues and the club’s governance and should be 
consulted on all major issues. 
 
The SAB would adhere to a contractual agreement specifying terms of reference, code of conduct 
for members and diversity of representation in terms of both demographic groups and 
representative groups, in Arsenal’s case including Gay Gooners and the Arsenal Disabled 
Supporters’ Association. The SAB should have an open agenda and remit. 
  
The SAB should be of a manageable size – we advise no bigger than ten members – with the AST 
having three places on the basis of being the official supporters’ trust with a broad rather than 
sectional remit.  
 
The SAB would be provided with a financial and reporting format similar to that required under the 
Companies Act – report and accounts for each six months (interim) and full year – supplemented 
with information already collected under UEFA licensing scheme and other tests that clubs are 
required to meet such as Premier League rules. 
 
The AST has welcomed the development in recent years of a framework for structured engagement 
with the Premier league. We would like to see this engagement strengthened further and call on the 
FA to engage more effectively and propose changes to both its Board and Council. 
 
The FA Council, an advisory body for English football similar in some respects to an SAB, currently 
has only two supporter representatives and there is no supporter representative on the main FA 
Board. This is wholly inadequate. We believe that as a minimum there should be ten supporter 
representatives on the FA Council and an iNED on the main Board with a duty to prioritise 
engagement with football supporters. 
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5. Effective regulation of football’s rulebooks and licensing arrangements – by persons 
independent of the owners and directors they are regulating    

Many of the changes being advocated by the AST and other Supporter groups will require 
amendments to rulebooks and possible new licensing requirements with which clubs and leagues 
must comply and be judged. 

It is important that these arrangements are put in place and then overseen by structures and 
personnel wholly independent of those they are regulating. 

Those fulfilling these arrangements must have a good understanding of the football sector and its 
values and traditions. We therefore believe it is best that the regulatory process remains within the 
wider ambit of the football authorities (once reformed) and also that supporters are involved in an 
on-going process to refine and improve the licensing arrangements.  
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6. A thorough review of football’s finances needs to take place. Its focus should be on 
making football clubs more sustainable and ensuring a fair distribution of revenue to keep 
the Premier League competitive and maintain a flourishing football pyramid including at the 
grassroots 

The widespread opposition to the proposed Super League showed how much fans value the 
principles of promotion and relegation and competitive balance. 
 
For football to thrive we need to maintain a structure where every fan can dream of their club 
making it to the Premier League and qualifying for Europe. This success must always be based on 
footballing merit.  
 
The impact of the pandemic has also been sizeable and football clubs should work together to 
address this, not seek unilateral solutions such as the Super League. 
 
In the survey we undertook to inform our response to this review, 86 per cent of AST members 
agreed with the statement that there needs to be more sharing of income across the football 
pyramid to maintain competitive balance.  
 
66 per cent of respondents agreed that the Premier League parachute payments paid to relegated 
clubs should be shared more equally across all football league clubs. 
 
We also asked about the growing divide in football caused by the revenues clubs earn in Europe. 51 
per cent agreed that a portion of revenues earned by clubs playing in European competitions should 
be shared across all 20 Premier League clubs to help create more competitive balance in the 
Premier League (no: 26 per cent; unsure: 23 per cent).  
 
This is an issue that should be subject to further consultation and review, especially if more changes 
are made to the European competitions that enable the largest clubs to become even wealthier. 
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Appendix 1  
 
Results of the Arsenal Supporters’ Trust (AST) survey of members on issues arising from 
the Government’s review of football governance and ownership. 

  

Q1. Are Kroenke Sports & Entertainment (KSE) good owners of Arsenal Football Club? 

Yes: 1%  No: 99% 

 

Q2. Do you support the call for supporters of all football clubs to be given the right to buy 
shares in their football club?  

Yes: 98% No: 0.5% Unsure: 1.5% 

 

Q3. If it were possible for supporters to once again buy shares in Arsenal would you be 
interested in doing this? 

Yes: 91% No: 2% Unsure: 7% 

 

Q4. The Government Review is looking at the possibility of creating a ‘golden share’ in 
football clubs. This is an arrangement where supporters could have protected rights or a 
controlling veto over key custodian decisions at the club. Would you support the 
introduction of a ‘golden share’ arrangement in English football?  

Yes: 94% No: 1% Unsure: 5%  

 

Q5. Do you think any of the following issues should be controlled by a golden share? 

• Any change to the club’s name or colours?  Yes: 98% 
 

• Any decision by Arsenal to play competitive home games outside of Islington?  Yes: 96% 
 

• Approval for any decision to enter into any new football competitions such as the recently 
proposed Super League (not pre-season or friendly tournaments)?  Yes: 97% 

 
• That the club must hold an Annual General Meeting (AGM) and make an annual report and 

accounts available in a timely manner?  Yes: 98% 
 

• That the club’s ownership and board must regularly engage in meaningful dialogue with 
supporter groups and supporters?  Yes: 98% 

 

Q6.  Is the current Arsenal Board fit for purpose and doing a good job running Arsenal?  

Yes: 1% No: 89% Unsure: 10% 
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Q7. Should it be a requirement for all clubs to appoint two independent non-executive 
directors  

Yes: 76% No: 3% Unsure: 21% 

 

Q8. Should supporters be able to nominate or elect a suitable person to be a member of the 
Arsenal Board?  

Yes: 84% No: 3% Unsure: 13% 

 

Q9. The Government review is going to look at the financial situation in football including the 
sharing of wealth across the football pyramid and how to maintain competitive balance. Do 
you think that there needs to be more sharing of financial income across the football 
pyramid?  

Yes: 86% No: 4% Unsure: 10% 

 

Q10. Should a portion of revenues earned by clubs playing in European competitions be 
shared across all 20 Premier League clubs to help create more competitive balance in the 
Premier League?  

Yes: 50% No: 26% Unsure: 24% 

 

Q11. Should the Premier League parachute payments paid to relegated clubs be shared more 
equally across all football league clubs? 

Yes: 66% No: 12% Unsure: 22% 

 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

The Survey was undertaken in June 2021 

You can read the Government’s terms of reference for this review at the following link: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fan-led-review-of-football-governance/terms-of-
reference-for-the-fan-led-review-of-football-governance 

You can read the AST’s position and our main proposals at the following link: 

https://www.arsenaltrust.org/feed/news/2021/AST-campaign-final-day-kroenkeoutfansin 

 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fan-led-review-of-football-governance/terms-of-reference-for-the-fan-led-review-of-football-governance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fan-led-review-of-football-governance/terms-of-reference-for-the-fan-led-review-of-football-governance
https://www.arsenaltrust.org/feed/news/2021/AST-campaign-final-day-kroenkeoutfansin

