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F ootball. Bloody hell”.
Out of context, Alex Ferguson’s famous response 

after leading Manchester United to their first European 
Cup for 30 years is easily misinterpreted.

Two injury time goals gave United Champions 
League glory with a 2-1 win over Bayern Munich in 1999, 
and those three words very concisely summed up a 
manager fresh off the proverbial football rollercoaster.

Emotionally sapped, the Govan-born man met the cameras in 
a daze on the Nou Camp turf, dazzled by one of the most dramatic 
comebacks in European football. But the final two words of his 
reply are just as likely to be heard mouthed in frustration on the 
muddy council pitches of Glasgow’s satellite towns or the tin shed 
stadia of Scotland’s amateur, semi-pro and even professional 
clubs. They’re more likely to be used to admonish the beautiful 
game as they are to interpret its wonder.

Of course, for most fans football is a struggle. While winning 
trophies is the undoubted aim for footballers and their supporters, 
the majority will never know what it’s like to lift silverware; doomed 
to a lifetime of mediocrity and suffering.

So what is it that keeps the non-winners going? What makes 
them carry on, and what can clubs do against all odds, against the 
muscle and might of football’s powerhouses, to compete?

In Scotland’s Central Belt, there are only two clubs that match 
the standing, history and power of a club like Manchester United. 
Are the rest condemned to a lifetime of second best? Rangers may 
have fallen from grace somewhat after their slip into administration 
and liquidation in 2012, but as the Gers reappear in the top flight 
of Scottish football for the 2016 season, no one has stepped into 
their shoes to challenge Celtic at the top of the pile.

That’s not to say they haven’t tried of course, with each club 
plotting their own path to success.

There’s the route lined with home-grown talent, one which 
Dundee United saw fit to employ to maintain their long-standing 
top-flight status (current situation notwithstanding).

Admittedly operating outside the Central Belt, they’re a club 
nonetheless forced to fasten their belt buckle tighter than most. 
And when you have little to spend on recruiting talent, nurturing 
your own is often the only way forward.

Dundee United are a club who put as much emphasis on youth 
as any other. Spotting players from local sports clubs and schools, 
the Terrors put what resources they have into developing young-
sters in the hope of a first-team debut at Tannadice. If they’re good 
enough for the first team, then they might just be good enough for 
the Old Firm or south of the border.

The sales of David Goodwillie and Scott Allan in 2011 and 
2012 respectively brought in £2.1 million to help Dundee United 
reduce debt. The sale of Ryan Gauld in 2014 (amongst others) 
netted further windfalls for the club. Just as importantly, a chunk 
of player sales is re-invested back into the academy system, to 
ensure the next crop of talent is good enough to step up. While it 
must hurt United supporters to see their own talents make their 
mark beyond Tannadice, it’s a sad inevitability but one which 
ensures the club’s viability.

In Falkirk, clubs have recognised that they’re better working 
together, at least when it comes to their players’ formative years. In 
2013, Falkirk embarked on a bold joint venture with neighbouring 
Stenhousemuir and East Stirlingshire, merging their youth acad-
emies in what the Falkirk Herald described as a “radical regional 
football academy”. The aim of the newly formed Forth Valley 
Football Academy (FVFA) was to decrease the number of players 
in a bid to ensure only the very best compete against each other.

Is it working? Those involved in the newly formed acade-
my maintain it has been a success, not just at club level but in 
producing players who will be ready to play for the national side. 
Falkirk already had a reputation in British football for producing 
their own talent, and it’s thought that by regionalising academy 
football and focussing on the cream of the crop, they are creating 
a stronger pathway to elite level football in the Scottish leagues 
and at national level.

So, convinced by the idea, four clubs from across Fife decided 
to follow suit in 2014. Raith Rovers, Dunfermline, Cowdenbeath 
and East Fife all took the brave decision to partly dissolve their 
own academies, whittling down 300 hopefuls to just 90 and form-
ing the Fife Elite Academy.

While loss of identity was – and still is - cited as a reason not to 
follow the FVFA down this relatively untrodden path, there’s some-
thing to be said for regionalisation of academies helping smaller 
clubs remain financially viable, with the likes of Raith Rovers and 
East Stirlingshire able to reduce the number of players on their 
books who otherwise would not make it at the top level.

Perhaps more sustainable is the road less travelled in the 
UK, but that which is particularly well trampled in many corners 
of the continent. Fan ownership has its success stories in the top 
leagues of Germany and Spain but it is a less common feature of 
the British football landscape.

Motherwell are one of seven clubs in Scotland currently under 
fan-ownership, a list which includes Edinburgh club Hearts, res-
cued from administration by the Foundation of Hearts fan group. 
And if you look across the city, you’ll find a discontented group of 
green and white supporters who are bidding to see their club join 
this exclusive list.

In December 2014, Hibernian made the bold move towards 
fan ownership, announcing plans to sell up to 51% of its shares 
to supporters. Hibernian Supporters Limited (HSL) was born out 
of this issue of new shares, encouraging fans to help fund the 
company so that it can increase its shareholding for the benefit of 
its members and all Hibs fans. At the time of writing HSL currently 
has a 7.5% share in the club, with overall fan ownership at 20%.

It’s a method that has received widespread acclaim from the 
footballing community, and is being held aloft as a shining example 
for other clubs in a climate where sugar-daddies, consortiums and 
oligarchs rule the roost.

But what about clubs who battle it out in the lower leagues? 
For clubs on the bottom rungs of Scotland’s professional ladder, 
the road ahead is fraught with even more risk and uncertainty.

While supporters flock in their thousands every weekend to 
Ibrox and Celtic Park, Easter Road and Fir Park, 11 miles east of 
Glasgow in Coatbridge the numbers heading to watch Scottish 
League One side Albion Rovers are far more sobering. With just 
210 witnessing Rovers’ 4-1 rout of Brechin City at Cliftonhill, the 
club holds the unwanted record of the lowest attendance for a 
fixture in League One last season.

The league average was 910, while Rovers’ was 554; by no 
means terrible for a third-tier club with a stadium capacity of 1,572. 
Taking into account theirs was the lowest capacity in the league 
by some way - with Peterhead’s Balmoor able to host 3,150 and 
Dunfermline Athletic’s East End Park a league high 11,480 - you 
get an idea of the kind of scale Rovers are competing on.

Supporters are the life-blood of any football club, whether 
gunning for glory or guaranteeing survival, so it’s no wonder clubs 
are constantly coming up with new and creative ways to keep 
fans coming back and attract fresh faces. Rovers’ own attempt to 
stave off empty stands on a match day was a brave one. After a 
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successful trial in the fixture against Montrose in January 2014, 
the club decided to extend that game’s ‘Pay What You Can’ ticket 
initiative to season tickets for the following season.

While not a unique idea (FC United of Manchester have been 
offering Pay What You Can season tickets since 2009/10), it 
signified a brave attempt to draw more supporters away from the 
clutches of the Old Firm. 

Adults previously required to fork out £140 for a season ticket 
in 2013/14 were now being asked for a suggested minimum 
donation of £70. Concessions and junior tickets were also cut in 
half, just £35 and £15 respectively. The initiative represented a 
bold move by Rovers officials who were fully aware of the financial 
implications of reducing the cost for their core supporters by 50%.

The club released a report not long after the initiative indicating 
initial optimism.  Signed off by then chairman John Devlin, it main-
tains that expanding Rovers’ fan reach and ensuring the future of 
their 97-year-old home at Cliftonhill, were the main objectives of 
the Pay What You Can scheme.

There was certainly a swift uptake of season tickets, with the 
ring-fenced allocation of 620 tickets snapped up within the 24-day 
sale period. While the average attendance for the previous season 
was 408, this represented a promising start for the Coatbridge 
club, but average attendances only reached 551 for the following 
season.

This figure would suggest a situation where fans were buying 
up tickets for the sake of it, without serious intention to attend 
regularly. In fact, it was a situation foreseen by the club. Thanks to 
the option to purchase online, some tickets were snapped up from 
IP addresses in England, with the odd few sold as far as Australia 
and North America. The club were aware that some tickets were 
bought as ‘donations’, by people who knew they were unable or 
unlikely to attend, but wanted to make a contribution anyway.

In order to gauge the forthcoming level of support for the sea-
son, the club split purchases into two types, Sales and Donations, 
and represented ticket sales as a percentage:

• Sales (likely to attend): 60%
• Donations (unlikely to attend): 40%

“From the above we can approximate that around 375 of the 
total sales were made from fans who would intend to come along 
on a frequent basis”, the report stated.

It’s hard to determine just how big an impact the scheme 
had on actual attendance. That all 620 tickets were taken up is 
encouraging, but the donations reveal that this didn’t necessarily 
equate to an increase in footfall through the turnstiles. And when 
you consider that average attendance had been steadily climbing 
year-on-year since 2010 (but for a blip in the relegation year of 
2012/13), it’s fair to question the impact of the initiative on attend-
ance, especially when you consider the financial offset for the year.

That’s certainly not to knock the Pay What You Can scheme. 
There’s much admiration in the football community and beyond for 
the attempt to appeal to a wider fan base. The club’s fans certainly 
seemed to think it was a good idea, although they too recognise 
the financial hit on the club. 

In the report, Devlin said: “At Albion Rovers we have always 
tried to deliver good value to our supporters while maintaining an 
effective & viable financial operating structure.”

It seems most fans too saw it as value for money, while it was 
also enough to drag some fans away from their usual temples 
of worship at Ibrox and Celtic Park. One fan speaking from a 
Rovers forum (http://arfc.proboards.com/) enjoyed his experience 
in League Two so much he decided to come back the following 
season:

“I’ve only been a fan for a couple of years and it was the Pay 
What You Can season ticket that got me involved with the Rovers. 
I’m still a season ticket holder and my son is too so that’s two 
people who have stuck with it!”

While another confessed to switching allegiances after the 
Pay What You Can scheme brought him to Albion: “I’ve gone from 
a Celtic fan keeping an eye on Rovers’ results, to a Rovers fan 
keeping an eye on Celtic’s results.”

But for all its success among fans for increasing sales and put-
ting Rovers in the spotlight, there’s a reason the scheme couldn’t 
carry on into the 2015/16 season. One fan described it as an 
“unmitigated disaster” financially: “the club couldn’t afford to do it 
again so when the prices went back to normal so did the crowds.”

The club coffers may have taken a hit as a result of the 
scheme, but its lasting effect on attendances shouldn’t be so easily 
dismissed. A look at average attendances at Cliftonhill for the 
following season saw a slight rise in numbers, from 551 the year 
before to 554 in 2015/16. If you look at the figures, it follows to say 
that the scheme realised its goal in reaching out to new supporters 
and holding on to them; at least for now.

In the year in which they ran the season ticket initiative, Rovers 
went on to win the League Two championship in some style, 10 
points clear of second placed Queen’s Park. It guaranteed them 
promotion to the third tier of Scottish football and those loyal fans, 
together with their newfound support, were rewarded with a mid-ta-
ble sixth place finish last season. 

It’s easy to jump to the conclusion that promotion that year 
was all down to the season ticket scheme. While the impact on the 
club was undoubtedly a positive one, the upward trend in average 
attendances points to a club becoming more popular over the last 
two decades. The 2014/15 campaign was, after all, their 21st con-
secutive season in the fourth tier of Scottish football. Whether the 
stars would have aligned without the Pay What You Can season 
ticket, and led to the promised land of League One regardless of 
the scheme, is impossible to say. But with a mightier roar than in 
previous years and fresh optimism surrounding the club, the effect 
of the scheme on the players and overall feel-good factor should 
not be underestimated in their march to title-winning glory.

Why such an initiative has worked for FC United of Manchester 
for the past 6 years, but was only viable for Rovers for one season, 
is difficult to answer. The English club enjoy higher gates - attract-
ing 1,446 last year and 2,155 on average in 2014/15 - while their 
more high-profile standing as the breakaway club from Manchester 
United, perhaps points to a club in a healthier financial position.

But Rovers themselves admitted they could not carry on the 
scheme beyond the 2014/15 season, while fans almost unani-
mously agreed it was unsustainable. And herein lies the problem 
plaguing Scottish clubs like Rovers: money. Great ideas and initi-
atives like the Pay What You Can season ticket will come and go, 
imagined and realised by hard-working employees and volunteers, 
but without the money to back it up, they will almost always be 
destined for the recycle bin.

While there is hope of a brighter future in Scottish foot-
ball - thanks to the likes of Falkirk and Dunfermline with their 
commitment to changing youth football, and Hibernian seeking 
majority fan ownership - living in the shadow of Celtic and Rangers 
continues to prove a tough existence for clubs like Albion Rovers. 
But it won’t stop them trying to compete, even with 500 shivering 
souls unanimously bleating “bloody hell” each Saturday afternoon.
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