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 October 2009

Thanks to Mike Harrison for giving me the opportunity to say more about the situation 
created by Bradford Council’s plans for Odsal. This situation has become somewhat 
clearer since I wrote about it earlier this year in CG 156, and it seems appropriate in 
an issue that celebrates twenty-five years of Gent’s past to consider once again the 
largest question hanging over City’s future.

I am now seriously concerned that, despite the fact that the Council’s plans for 
Odsal do not add up, the pressures to move to Odsal will intensify over the next few 
months. City fans are not without influence over the outcome of the Odsal project, at 
least potentially, and we may need to react very quickly in order to bring about a 
result that is more in keeping with supporters’ interests.

The Fans’ Forum at the Trust AGM will be focussed on this issue, and this article 
provides some background for the discussion. All City fans are very welcome to 
attend the Fans’ Forum, and to take part in the discussion from 7.30 pm on Tuesday 
November 3rd, at the Bradford Irish Club, Rebecca Street, Bradford, BD1 2RX.* Many 
thanks to the Irish Club and the White Abbey Branch for hosting the event.

The Odsal Timetable

The outline timetable for the implementation of the Odsal project is currently 
envisaged as follows:

December 2009: Finalisation of financial commitments to the project.

Spring-Summer 2010: Development contracts signed for the Odsal site.

January 2011–Autumn 2012: Bulls move to share Valley Parade for the Rugby 
League seasons 2011 and 2012 whilst the new stadium is under construction.

From Autumn 2012: Completion of the new stadium. The Bulls and the Bantams 
begin the transfer to Odsal, a move to be completed by both clubs by, say, 
August 2013, in time for the start of the Football League season 2013/14.

After August 2013: Demolition of the Valley Parade stadium and redevelopment of 
the Valley Parade site for alternative uses. 

The total cost of the Odsal project is set to exceed £80m., with £20m. earmarked so 
far from Bradford Council and Yorkshire Forward. It may seem a tall order to put in 
place £60m. of additional funding at a time of deep economic recession and a tight 
squeeze on public expenditure, but Council officials remain confident that this level of 
funding can be achieved from a mixture of private and public sources. There is also a 
great deal of political capital invested by Bradford Council’s current administration in 
the redevelopment of Odsal, since it is the Council’s flagship project. 

We should know more about the funding outcome by this Christmas, but it would 
be unwise in my view to assume that the funding will not be delivered. At the time I 

                                               
* The business part of the AGM will start at 7.30 pm, with the Fans’ Forum following on at about 8.00 
pm. All City fans are welcome to attend both parts of the event, but Trust members alone can vote on 
any formal resolutions in the business part of the meeting. 
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wrote the earlier article I thought that the Odsal plan might not go ahead. I am less 
confident now that the relevant decision-makers are bound to see the serious 
difficulties with the current plans, and to look for alternative solutions. Once the 
funding is in place, the Council has said that it will move very quickly to the contract 
stage.  This means that by the New Year 2010–in three or four months time–we may 
be looking at a situation in which the fate of a century’s worth of football at Valley 
Parade has already been sealed. 

Bradford City Centre Stage

At first sight, it may seem strange that a project driven by the need to revamp a
stadium for the Bradford Bulls should draw in Bradford City as well. The answer lies 
in the fact that, as Council officials have made clear to the Trust, the projected 
18,000 seat stadium at Odsal cannot be justified on the basis of fifteen plus Rugby 
League fixtures a year. It will also require twenty-five plus Football League fixtures. 
This means that the participation of Bradford City is essential to the realisation of the 
Council’s plans for Odsal.  

There are many elements in the Odsal plans apart from the new stadium, of 
course. Some of these will be of widespread benefit to people in Bradford, like the 
replacement for the Richard Dunn sports centre, and the provision of much-needed 
playing fields. And the Odsal project has now become so large and complex–with so 
many different partner organisations–that some aspects of it at least seem certain to 
be realised. The new stadium is nevertheless the centrepiece of the whole project, 
and the source of much of its glamour and general appeal.  Other income streams,
such as those connected with the hotel and conference facilities, would be called into 
question if the stadium complex is not built. So there is little doubt that City’s 
participation remains critically important to the success of the project as a whole.

This fact gives City a lot of leverage in any negotiations over Odsal.  If BCFC 
decides not to go along with the Council’s plans, then the new Odsal stadium is 
unlikely to be built, and much of the rest of the project may be placed in jeopardy. But 
time is running out on the dilapidated facilities at Odsal, and something will have to 
be done about it over the next few years. If the Odsal project falls short of its targets, 
so that the Bulls’ stadium cannot be redeveloped, Valley Parade provides their
obvious alternative venue. This makes it very likely that if City does not go to the 
Bulls, the Bulls will eventually come to City.

BCFC’s Attitude to the Move

My understanding is that BCFC’s owners will not be affected by any sentimental or 
emotional attachment to Valley Parade, but will make the decision about whether or 
not to move on a purely commercial basis. Their main commercial incentive for 
moving to Odsal lies in reducing the scale of their rental payments to the Gibb 
Pension Fund for the use of the ground at Valley Parade, which currently run at over 
£300,000 p.a. 

This is not the only element in the club’s calculations, however, since BCFC 
benefits from a variety of income streams at Valley Parade which would need to be 
duplicated at Odsal before any move made sense for the club. These include the 
income from catering and banqueting, ground sponsorships and advertising within 
the stadium, for example.
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But this creates a dilemma for the Council, and so for the local tax payers of 
Bradford who stand behind it.  The Council will have to pay a large subsidy in order 
to attract BCFC to Odsal–up to several hundred thousand pounds a year at the very 
minimum–and pay it moreover on a guaranteed, indefinite basis. And the more it has 
to pay in order to ensure City’s participation in the Odsal project, the poorer the value 
of the project will be for Council tax-payers in the long run, and the more strain will be
placed on the project’s finances as a result. This is why it is very difficult to see how 
the financial aspects of the project can be justified from the viewpoint of Bradford 
citizens.

City Fans Matter 

The people who will be affected the most by the Odsal move will nevertheless be City 
fans, and not just the general citizen. It is our match-day habits and routines, as well 
as memories, which will suffer the most disruption. And it is also the fans who have 
sustained City through thick and thin in the past, and will no doubt continue to do so 
in the future.  The supporters’ voice therefore deserves to be heard, on this issue 
most of all. BCFC’s Mark Lawn recognised this point when he gave a personal 
pledge to hold a referendum of fans prior to any Odsal move.  And if City supporters 
prove reluctant to follow the club to Odsal, the reduction in attendances will damage 
the financial calculations made to justify the move. This is a risk that BCFC’s 
Directors will have to take into account as they contemplate their decisions over 
Odsal.

Another point worth underlining is that the Bulls’ predicament has been brought 
upon them by themselves–with a little help it appears from their friends on Bradford
Council. City fans will be able to sympathise with individual Bulls’ supporters, and will 
I am sure make every effort to welcome Bulls’ fans if and when ground-sharing takes 
place at Valley Parade. But it is not City supporters, or City’s owners, who have 
allowed the stadium at Odsal to deteriorate towards the point of dereliction. And it is 
not City that is demanding millions from the public purse to bail them out. Why, then, 
should it be City fans who have to make the greatest sacrifices in order to help the 
Bulls’ out of their predicament?

If the move to Odsal goes ahead, City fans will eventually have to acclimatise
themselves to a new–and smaller–venue that may be less convenient for some of us,
and carries much less emotional and historical significance, even though the facilities 
will be more up-to-date. Family connections with Valley Parade, which are precious 
to many, will be lost forever. On top of that, the timetable shows that there will be at 
least four years of uncertainty and disruption during the transitional process, 
including three full seasons of play, even under the most optimistic planning 
assumptions. Moreover, once the decision has been taken to leave Valley Parade, 
there will be no incentive to invest in the ground beyond essential maintenance, so 
that we can expect conditions for spectators to deteriorate.  And experience from 
other clubs–even the likes of Arsenal–suggest that the process of moving grounds, 
rather like families moving home, creates a damaging diversion from everyday 
priorities. So the managerial and administrative resources at BCFC will be placed
under further strain. 

And will City receive any extra cash to compensate for the inevitable dislocations
during the transition process? As things stand, the savings on rental costs will only 
kick in after the move to Odsal is completed, in season 2013/14 at the earliest. So 
the decision facing Bradford City today is whether it is worth going through four years 
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of disruption on the promise of permanent savings materialising after 2013.  Of 
course, if these savings can be realised, they could amount to hundreds of 
thousands of pounds per year. This is a large sum by League Two standards, so that 
the possibility of moving becomes a serious proposition. But the sum is not 
overwhelming–it is not reckoned in the millions that apply routinely in the higher 
reaches of the football pyramid. So it is not obvious that the financial argument for a 
move will prove conclusive, even if the savings can be guaranteed. 

Suppose, for example, that City’s efforts over the next four years were not 
distracted by the Odsal situation, but focussed exclusively instead on first-team 
performance. If City were to achieve promotion as a result, then the increased 
revenues available in League One would probably overshadow any potential gains 
from the Odsal move, and the increased revenues available in the Championship 
would certainly do so. In other words, we could well end up in a stronger financial 
and sporting position from 2013 onwards by electing to stay put at Valley Parade 
than by going through with a projected move to Odsal. Will it be worth all the 
upheaval of leaving our historic home for the uncertain promise of a couple of 
hundred thousand pounds a year? And even this conclusion depends, as I have 
noted above, on the assumption that the projected cost savings after 2013 can 
indeed be delivered.  Asking how this could come about raises further concerns
about the Odsal project.

Can the Rental Savings be Achieved?

The difficulty here is that BCFC owes rental payments to the Gibb Pension Fund well 
beyond 2013–for the next twenty years, in fact. This obligation exists regardless of 
whether or not City actually plays at Valley Parade. So a move to Odsal will not by 
itself reduce BCFC’s burdens under the lease, despite the fact that the reduction of 
this burden supplies the major incentive for the move.

There appear to be only two practical ways in which this rental burden can be 
lifted. First, someone has to buy back Valley Parade from the Gibb Pension Fund 
and then renegotiate (or write off) the rental payments currently owed by BCFC to the 
Fund. This is to play the finances by the book. Second, BCFC can undergo some 
process of administration–a ‘strategic insolvency’–in order to escape its financial 
obligations.  Neither of these options is trouble free.

Suppose, under the first scenario, that the Council’s budget for Odsal includes a 
provision to compensate the Gibb Pension Fund for the termination of its lease at 
Valley Parade.  And suppose for the sake of argument that this figure is, say, £6m.  
Then the Council would be buying back the stadium in effect at this price. But it 
would be acquiring this asset not in order to use it as a venue for professional 
football, but in order to knock it down so as to facilitate City’s move to a new stadium 
at Odsal.

It is estimated that the demolition costs of the Valley Parade stadium will exceed 
£1m., and information available to the Trust suggests that the value of the building 
land at the Valley Parade site is unlikely to exceed £400,000–probably for use in 
connection with a social housing development. Thus the value of the ground at that 
point–with no prospect of long-term income from its use for professional sport–is 
likely to fall precipitously from, say, £6m. to, say, minus £600,000. 

The purchase of the ground under these circumstances would represent a 
complete waste of resources–the expenditure of a very large sum of money to 
acquire an asset with a negative value. Why on earth would the Council do that? On 
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the assumption that the Gibb Fund’s compensation is already included in the Odsal 
budget, why not use the same £6m. to buy back Valley Parade, save all the 
construction costs of a new stadium at Odsal, renegotiate the lease at Valley Parade 
to ease the rental burden on BCFC, and make preparations for the Bulls to move 
down from Odsal as soon as possible? That way everybody wins: the Bulls get a new 
home, we keep our ground, and the Council saves millions of pounds of taxpayers’
money.

If the Council persists with the Odsal project nevertheless (as it appears to be 
doing), it looks as if Council leaders must therefore have a different scenario in mind. 
The most obvious possibility is that the Council is anticipating a strategic insolvency 
on the part of BCFC. This would reduce the club’s current rental burden, leaving 
BCFC (or rather, its legal successor) free to enter a new contract with the Council 
that would be better for the club than BCFC’s current lease contract, as discussed 
above. 

This possibility evidently raises a large number of ethical and practical issues, both 
for Bradford Council and BCFC. Although strategic insolvency has become more 
common within football recently, at Leeds United and elsewhere, the fact remains 
that any kind of insolvency involves a breach of financial commitments, and therefore 
financial trust. And insolvency will always be a serious matter, both for these ethical 
reasons and because of its possible consequences for any business. That is why it is 
important to know whether the current plans of the Council and BCFC envisage 
insolvency further down the line. Without this information, it is impossible for people 
to decide whether they find the plans ethically acceptable and/or practically 
worthwhile. 

The Problems with Strategic Insolvency

Consider this issue first from the Council’s point of view. If the Council’s plans for 
Odsal do not include provision to compensate the Gibb Pension Fund, then it looks 
as if the Council’s flagship project depends on a planned breach of financial trust. Is 
this ‘business as usual’ for public authorities these days? Or if not, what are the 
implications for the Odsal project?

Similar questions are bound to arise for City’s owners and supporters from the 
ethical point of view, but the practical consequences also loom large. The timetable 
suggests that any strategic insolvency would not occur until, say, 2013. The prospect 
of insolvency would be rather like a car crash unfolding in very slow motion, over 
three or four years. And if such an event can be anticipated so far in advance, what 
effect will that have in the meantime on the club’s commercial partners and suppliers, 
or on managers and players, season ticket holders or supporters? 

The Football League has also developed new rules about financial irregularities off 
the pitch, prompted in part by the experiences of Bradford City, as we know. These 
rules are evolving all the time. Is it wise to take a gamble now on what the rules and 
sanctions are likely to look like in three or four years’ time? They might be much 
tougher than they are now, precisely to discourage the kind of financial and legal 
manoeuvring that is envisaged here. 

And if, as seems inevitable, there will be sporting sanctions of some kind attached 
to the insolvency, it is supporters and players who will pay the price. A points 
deduction, for example, will devalue the sporting experience in all the seasons 
affected. And will it be safe to assume that the effects of any sporting sanctions can 
be successfully contained–that the club can take, say, a ten-point hit in mid-season 
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and mid-table, survive, and move on to greater glory? Do we want to emulate Leeds 
United in that respect as well? Or by flirting with such ideas, would we be risking the 
survival of the club, and taking ourselves back to the traumatic days of 2004, when 
supporters were asked to intervene to save the club?

Decision Time over Odsal

BCFC Directors will have many different factors to weigh up as they approach 
decision time over Odsal. My personal concern is that if the club goes along with the 
Council’s Odsal plans, we may be venturing into an ethical and practical minefield for 
the sake of financial gains that are both uncertain and distant. And these anticipated 
gains are unlikely to be large enough to outweigh the attendant risks, which may 
include risks to the survival of the club. 

Or, is the alternative simply to sit tight, and to say ‘No’ to the Council?  This would 
bring immediate clarity to the issue within the Bradford District and avoid years of 
potential disruption at Valley Parade. It could also lead to rapid and beneficial 
developments at the stadium. This is because a ‘No’ from the club would almost 
certainly lead to ground-sharing with the Bulls at Valley Parade, and stadium 
improvements would have to be introduced to accommodate the Bulls on a 
permanent basis. This seems to me to be the most practical solution to the Bulls’ 
predicament, which also makes sense for Bradford as a whole.

Other supporters may however take a different view. Most importantly, City fans
should be given all the information they need before they cast their votes in a 
referendum about the future of Valley Parade. This information should include full 
financial details of all the relevant plans and projections used by both the Council and 
BCFC. Fans also deserve to know how the Council and BCFC intend to deal with the 
current lease contract at Valley Parade. The ground is too important to us, and we 
are too important to the future of Bradford City to have the decision taken out of our 
hands, or taken over our heads.

I look forward to seeing Gent readers and all City fans at the Trust AGM on 
November 3, where we can hopefully take this discussion forward. 

Alan Carling, Chair, BCST


