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Executive Summary

Introduction

When the Commission was established in September 2013 to consider the lack of available 
quality English players appearing regularly at the top end of English football, it was 
attempting to address an issue often raised, occasionally debated, but rarely confronted by 
the game.

We posed three initial questions:

 How did the situation occur?
 What might be done to improve it?
 How might proposed changes be achieved?

A process was established that for the first time really explored the depth of the problem of 
the lack of English playing talent at the elite end of the game, the reasons why this is 
important to all of English football and the scale of the challenge in turning around a 
worsening trend. 

The scale of the problem

In the 2012-13 Premier League season only 32% of starts were by players qualified to play 
for England compared with 69% twenty years ago. Among the top four clubs that season, the
number reduces to only 28% of starts by English qualified players. 
Meanwhile in the Champions League only 22 English players appeared in any group 
matches this season compared with 75 Spanish players, 54 German players and 47 
Brazilian players. 
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This lack of English players is not limited to the top of the game. In 2012-13, only 51% of 
players in the Championship were qualified to play for England. This represents a 10% 
decline in the last ten years.
This is not a uniquely English phenomenon, but what is unique is the fact that English 
players rarely travel abroad to play in the other top European leagues. Whilst 43% of the 
Spanish squad and 37% of the French national squad have appeared in the Premier 
League, only one current senior England international plays outside of Britain. 

The impact on the England team

A direct relationship can be drawn between the numbers of available players playing 
regularly at the highest level in the best performing teams and the performance of a national 
squad. 
In all there are 42 Spanish players playing over 50% of games for a top six team in one of 
Europe’s top five leagues. Of these 42 players, 24 have been selected for the Spanish 
national team in the past year. Against the same criteria, there are again 42 German players,
of whom 24 have been selected for their national team in the last year. By contrast, in 2013 
there were just 18 English players who played 50% of matches for a top six club in one of 
Europe’s top five leagues, from which 13 were selected for England last year.
Simply put our competitors are picking from larger talent pools of more experienced players. 

Why this matters
 
First, the England team matters. England’s matches in major tournaments are ‘national 
moments’. They bring people together with a shared identity and purpose in numbers that go
beyond any other sporting or cultural comparison. Domestic club football has a resilient and 
passionate fan base, but it is a core base of support – the England team builds on this core 
to take football into a truly national (and by extension) international context. It is in the public 
interest for there to be a successful England team, and it is our belief that the benefits of 
national team success would be felt across the whole game.
Secondly, as a game we have a responsibility to all our aspiring players to ensure there is a 
pathway available to them to reach the highest levels of our game. If English football cannot 
offer the opportunity for young English footballers to reach their maximum potential because 
of decreasing playing opportunities, then it is failing. 
This issue matters because we have a duty of care for English football and not just to 
football played in England. 

How did we get here? 

Three key changes to the game that occurred in the 1990s are crucial to an understanding of
how we have arrived in this situation. The first was the advent of pay TV and the decision by 
Sky in particular to base its subscription model around regular premium sports content. 
The second and related change was of course the advent of the Premier League. 
A new competition that shared the revenues of these new lucrative broadcast deals with the 
leading clubs. Since 1992, the Premier League’s domestic TV rights have gone from £42m 
to over £1 billion today with an additional £700m also secured from international rights deals.
This increased revenue has also allowed English clubs to be at the forefront of the global 



market for playing talent, with unintended consequences for the development of our own 
players. 
Thirdly, the 1995 Bosman ruling changed football right across Europe. The Advocate 
General of the European Court of Justice on the ruling said that at the time of Bosman it was
“unlikely that the migration of foreign players would increase to the extent that the chances 
of domestic players would be seriously diminished”. 
In the case of English football, as the evidence of this report demonstrates, he was 
categorically wrong.
Whilst a number of attempts have been made in recent years to address this trend, 
and in particular to create competition rules that protect the development of Home Grown or 
locally trained players, the combination of the protected right of international free movement 
of labour and the available money in the English game has meant none have materially 
impacted the trend. 

Setting a Target for English Football

In identifying and agreeing a range of recommendations to reverse this trend, it became 
imperative for us to agree a target by which progress could be measured. 
Based on the evidence of international comparisons, and allowing for the gradual impact of 
some changes it was agreed that by 2022 we should aim for 90 English players playing in 
top five European Leagues compared with 66 today. Of these 90, at least 30 should be 
playing in top six teams in their league. If all of these players were playing in the Premier 
League, then 45% of Premier League players would be 
English compared to 32% today.

Diagnosing the Problem

In order to diagnose the problem, with the support of our research team we have 
heard the views of over 650 people across all levels of the game both domestically and 
internationally, including over 400 substantive submissions from the public and one- on-one 
interviews, club visits and round tables. After discussing the emerging themes and debating 
its conclusions four key areas were identified as the primary obstructions to the development
of elite English players: 
i. Most importantly inadequate competitive playing opportunities for 18-21 year old elite 
players at top clubs
ii. The ineffectiveness of the regulation of the player market in preserving the desired 
balance between English, EU and non-EU players
iii. The quality and impact of coaching and coach education especially in grassroots football
iv. The quantity and quality of grassroots facilities, especially all weather pitches.
This initial report’s proposals focus only on points i) and ii). They require the most immediate
attention and will require the greatest level of debate and co-operation across the whole 
game. Further work is underway on iii) and iv) and further reports will be published on these 
later in the year.

i) Inadequate competitive playing opportunities for 18-21 year olds

The evidence from Premier League and Football League clubs, combined with our own 
analysis, supports the widely held view that by far the biggest problem at the elite end of 



English football is the lack of competitive playing opportunities for young English players in 
the Professional Development Phase of their academy life, aged 18-21. 
Many of the clubs describe this as the “black hole” of English football. 
Too many good young English players fail to complete their academy development by 
making the transition into first team football. Without this, they fall behind their young foreign 
peers in building the proven, relevant experience that is generally a prerequisite for 
achieving a core first team squad position. In 2013-14, only 124 young English footballers 
(18-21) played first team football for their club or out on loan compared with nearly three 
times the number in Spain and Germany. As one Premier League club academy manager 
put it, “the gap between the academy and the first team has widened significantly in the last 
20 years”.
Players signed from overseas at an older age have usually had this experience in their home
countries when they are younger. Since they have played more competitive games between 
the ages of 18-21, this makes them more attractive propositions for a Premier League 
manager or coach than the product of his own academy.
The difference in the development pathway between young English, Spanish and German 
players is best illustrated by comparing a cohort of equivalent quality players for each 
country. We tracked players who were selected for their nation’s team in the U19 European 
competitions between the period 2006 and 2008. We discovered, by the age of 22, the group
of Spanish players had accumulated three times as many average minutes in Champions 
League or Europa League games as their English counterparts. The corresponding German 
players had played more than twice as many Champions League or Europa League minutes
as the English players. 
The recently introduced Elite Players’ Performance Plan (EPPP), a development led by the 
Premier League and introduced across the top four divisions of English football, was 
designed to address the situation. It has been developed to improve the consistency, 
breadth and depth of academy development and to give players greater playing 
opportunities; it was introduced to increase the number of home grown Players getting into a
club’s first team. As the Premier League themselves state, “When you strip it down to its 
most fundamental, the EPPP is about creating an environment where a local boy, developed
in his local club from eight or nine years of age, can go on to pull on a first-team shirt of the 
club that he has grown up at.”
However, evidence presented to us by many of the clubs suggests that EPPP is not yet 
delivering sufficiently competitive football at the final end of the development pathway to 
prepare young players for first team football. The Under 21 Premier 
League is not the ‘springboard to first team football’ that it needs to be.
The other main development option for young players is the English loan system, which is 
one of the most active in football anywhere. There are several examples of top English 
players whom have developed successfully through multiple loans to lower league clubs but 
whilst loans are attractive for lower league clubs, few Premier League clubs regard it as a 
totally satisfactory process for player development. Put in place to protect the integrity of the 
competition, the Football League ‘dual interest’ and nursery club regulations effectively 
prohibit the lending club from determining how their player is played, in which position and 
how frequently, and from influencing the loaning club’s playing philosophy. Nor can the 
lending club influence other aspects of their player’s loan experience including diet, exercise 
and education. As one Premier League manager concluded, “a loan generally benefits the 
club receiving the player, not the player.”



In order to address the lack of playing opportunities for English players developing in 
England, the Commission has created the following proposals for discussion and debate:  
Proposals to address the inadequate Competitive playing opportunities for 18-21 year olds.

1. The introduction of Premier League B teams into English football

A ‘B team’ would be the youth development squad of a Premier League football club. 
This is distinct from a ‘feeder club’ in that a B team will be fully integrated with the parent 
club and shares its name (and would not be a pre-existing club taken over by a senior club). 
Across most of Europe, B teams provide the crucial first stage of an effective bridge between
the academy and first team. Details of the impact of the Spanish and German models are 
found within the report, however, it should be noted that as a result of having B teams, 18-21
year old Spanish players play 2.6 times more competitive football than their English 
counterparts.
Dispersed within the footballing pyramid, these B teams are essential to a young player’s 
footballing development, providing competitive football from a younger age. 
Players with talent find themselves, for the first time, playing in front of real crowds, against 
older players whose livelihood is dependent on winning and experiencing the pressures of a 
game where the outcome has real consequences. 
Unlike a loan system, players are learning and developing their experience while still part of 
their club. B teams are intimately linked to the first team; training on the same facilities, 
sharing the same coaches and embracing playing styles governed by the same footballing 
philosophy. Using B teams, clubs can therefore carefully shape the development of their 
more talented youngsters.
Many of the top clubs have told us that the current playing opportunities for young players 
aged 18-21 are inadequate and that they would welcome clubs playing in the lower divisions 
of the Football League but under their direct control and supervision. 
B teams would allow for this. 
The Commission believes this could be achieved by the creation of a new League 
Three in the Football League and that all Premier League clubs would have the choice of 
having a B team starting either in that division or in the Conference. There would be 
promotion and relegation across the four divisions but B teams would not be able to rise 
above League One or play in The FA Cup. A concern that this would result in a cluster of B 
teams at the top of League One and thereby destroying competition in that division is not 
borne out by experience of the European countries that have B teams. 
We estimate that each B team squad would contain an average of 15 English players. 
Assuming, say, that there were ten B teams, this translates into 150 playing opportunities for 
English players. If we assume that the percentage of these that make it into their first team is
around 6% (a marginal improvement on the percentage of players with loan experiences that
reach the first team) this would translate into nine new English players making it into the first 
team squad of a Premier League side each season, augmenting the current input of new 
players into Premier League first teams.

2. The development of strategic Loan Partnerships between clubs

We propose the creation of a new type of relationship between clubs, called a Strategic Loan
Partnership (SLP). Complementary to the existing loan arrangements (which would 
continue), the primary difference with an SLP is that the lending club would be able to guide 



the loaned player’s experience more closely while on loan. We believe this would increase 
the use and effectiveness of loans for development and overcome many of the limitations of 
current loan experiences. 
Under this proposal, Premier League and Championship clubs would be entitled to establish 
SLPs with up to two clubs in divisions below the Championship. The senior club could lend 
each lower club up to eight players in a season, although only five could be on the team 
sheet at any one time. With the SLP, the senior club could also lend coaches to transfer 
expertise plus further support in the areas of sports science, nutrition, and education to bring
benefit to both clubs. Part or all of loaned players’ wages could be paid by the club.
We estimate there could be fifteen lower league teams that enter into SLPs with Premier 
League or Championship clubs. If each SLP generates just over five development places for 
English players (the places are reserved for eight Home Grown Players, of which we 
assume approximately 65% will be English), this translates into 83 new development places 
for English players, further increasing the supply of players with greater competitive 
experience.

Making these proposals happen

The Commission believes both these proposals could bring significant benefits to 
Football League clubs including financial benefits to those in the lower leagues. One of the 
criticisms of English football today is that so little of the enormous amount of money which 
has come into football has been shared with clubs at the lower levels. 
We believe a transfer of funding from the top clubs to those in the lower leagues would be 
appropriate as a counterbalance for the radical change proposed to their structure. 
A new ‘settlement’ to support the financial sustainability of the lower leagues could also be 
supplemented by a programme designed to incentivise lower league clubs to play English 
footballers, funded by the Football Association.

ii) Regulation of the English player market is not effective in preserving the 
desired balance of British, EU and non-EU players in clubs.

There have been several attempts to regulate the player market both to encourage clubs to 
develop their own players, rather than importing them, and to ensure that only exceptional 
players from outside the EU are given permission to work in the UK. 
Efforts by UEFA, the Premier League, the Football League and UEFA have at best had only 
limited impact. 
Currently, UEFA, the Premier League and the Football League require clubs competing in 
their competitions to abide by certain Home Grown Player (HGP) rules (as described in 
Section 3.2). At their current levels, HGP rules have had little impact on the behaviour of 
clubs and rarely seem to influence the development of Home Grown Players.
Likewise, the Governing Body Endorsement (GBE) work visa system – agreed between the 
UK Border Agency, the UK’s football governing bodies, leagues and representative bodies to
manage the inflow of players from non-EU countries (excluding those countries covered by 
EU agreements) appears to be flawed. The aim of the system is to allow into the UK only 
those ‘non-EU’ players who are “internationally established at the highest level” and “whose 
employment will make a significant contribution to the development of their sport at the 
highest level”. The evidence suggests that it is not operating on such exclusive lines. 



122 non-EU players have entered England under the GBE scheme since 2009. Nearly 50% 
didn’t meet the current criteria and came through an appeal process in which 79% of 
appellants have been successful. Of these players, 19% went into Football League, so are 
clearly not playing at the “highest level”. Only 55% going into the Premier League played 
less than the average minutes for a Premier League player. 
Remarkably only 58% given work visas to play in Premier League play any football in that 
league in the second season after their arrival. 
Whilst accepting that the very best non-EU foreign players do bring great value to English 
football, many interviewees have argued strongly to us that too many mediocre players are 
getting work visas. The evidence appears to support that view.
In order to rebalance the player market in favour of Home Grown Players we put forward the 
following proposals for discussion and debate.
Proposals to address the ineffectiveness in preserving the desired balance of British, EU and
non-EU players in clubs.

Home Grown Player Requirements

We propose the maximum number of non-Home Grown Players allowed in a Premier 
League squad should be reduced over five years from 17 currently to 12. This would mean 
that out of a squad of 25 more than half would be Home Grown by 2020.

Changes to the non-EU work visa process

The current automatic criteria must be changed so they are strict enough to limit those 
entering the UK to truly exceptional players of the highest calibre. The figures show this isn’t 
the case at present.

Conclusions and next steps

This is a paper aimed at starting a very serious debate within football. We ask supporters, 
clubs and leagues to look at the interests of the whole game of English football. 
We will complete and deliver reports and recommendations on our work on coaching and 
grassroots facilities in the autumn. For the proposals for playing opportunities and regulation 
in the player market made in this report our next immediate step will be to undertake a 
detailed consideration, consultation and debate between all interested parties in football. 
We believe that a winning England team would be massively beneficial to football 
overall and that unless the game works together to address the decline in the number of 
English players playing at the top level the England team will inevitably be weaker. 
We believe it is in the interests of the clubs. Many of the clubs we spoke to were very clear 
that they are making significant investment in the development of players and are at present 
getting little return. This is a market failure of our game and must be addressed to ensure the
long-term sustainability of the academy model.
We believe it is in the interest of our young current and aspiring players. Young, talented 
English footballers should be able to have their chance at the top level of football in their 
country – increasingly this is denied to them. 
Ultimately this is about the future of English football not just football played in England.

Main talking points from the Summit



Throughout the summit, grassroots football was the most talked about subject, the amount of
money filtering down from the Premier League and the most contentious was the proposal of
League 3.
The commission claimed that the introduction of league Three questions the importance and 
integrity of the league structure, but it was an option worth exploring.
A meeting proposal in the next few months is to look into the wider difference between the 
FA and the Premier League and that the Premier League refuses to be part of the FA 
Commission.
One of the problems the commission faces is the resistance to change, but this was the 
same when:

 Three points for a win was introduced
 The introduction of the play-offs
 The Women’s Football leagues


All of which have been a success.

Many problems come about with the changing in our footballing or sport culture, people want
to play at different times, after work, during the daytime and the facilities are poor or not 
available. The commission wants to look at this area and introduce more all weather artificial
pitches.

They also realise that coaching is inadequate in schools and clubs, this needs addressing 
with the need to teach and train footballers at an early age with quality coaches and proper 
surfaces.
One option to explore is the Community Share Process and ways to involve communities to 
engage with clubs to improve facilities.
There were three main proposals put up from the floor:

1. Reintroduce the old reserve team leagues – This option has been discussed and 
though a good fulcrum for development it was not getting the support or quality of 
football

2. PPP academies are expensive therefore not a viable option for lower league clubs – 
Academies are in the first season so it is a case of seeing how it fairs. There needs 
to be more encouragement for players to break through within their clubs. Clubs who 
bring through players should then play them instead of looking at cheaper options.

3. The cost of grassroots football and closure of facilities by local authorities - There is 
an urgent need for much more action to grow investment in grass and AGP facilities 
and to find creative, pragmatic ways to mitigate funding cuts. The FA has already 
started reviewing how grassroots facilities are used in practice today across the 
country and are developing proposals to bring about the urgently needed 
improvement in the quality of these facilities. Once developed, the proposals, which 
will include possible new models for funding and operating grassroots facilities, will 



be shared with other stakeholders. The Commission welcomes this work and further 
progress on this will be reported by autumn 2014 with detailed recommendations, 
including a capital investment programme, to dramatically improve grassroots 
facilities over the next three to five years.

Robert Sullivan (Finance and Planning) stated that £24 million being put into grassroots 
football by the FA and FL, but agrees more needs to be found. With the costs of coaching 
rising the FA realise it needs to address the problem and the commission is trying to find 
resources.

The FA policies and plans on Grassroots football.

The FA highlighted four major areas to look at changing.
1. Most important of all that there are inadequate and insufficient competitive playing 

opportunities for 18-21 year old elite players at top clubs.
2. Regulation of the English player market is not effective in preserving the desired 

balance of British, EU and non-EU players in clubs.
3. Coaching and coach development, especially at grassroots level, have not yet 

reached a satisfactory level and impact.
4. England lags behind in the quantity and quality of affordable grassroots facilities, 

particularly in the provision of all-weather pitches.

The report also looks at addressing issues raised by asking itself questions:

1. Is there a problem? The simple answer is Yes
2. Have problems been noted? Again the answer is yes
3. Have problems noted been allocated for addressing? Hopefully Yes

One of the biggest questions asked: Has the premier League damaged football and the 
commission’s report highlights that it has.

Summary of conclusions

The Commission was set up to examine the causes of and to suggest remedies for a major 
problem facing English football: the falling numbers of English players playing at the top of 
the English game. The report discusses why this situation is problematic and why it matters. 
It presents the findings of research into and consultation regarding the causes of this 
problem and it proposes actions to tackle them head on.
Our diagnosis identified four major issues with the development of elite English players:

1. There are inadequate and insufficient competitive playing opportunities for 18-21 
year old elite players at top clubs in England.

2. Regulation of the English player market is not effective in preserving the desired 
balance of British, EU and non-EU players in clubs.

3. Coaching and coach development, in clubs and at grassroots, have not yet reached 
a satisfactory level and impact.

4. England lags behind in the quantity and quality of affordable grassroots facilities. This
is particularly true in the area of all-weather pitches.



What is the process from here?

The Commission will complete and deliver reports and recommendations in its ongoing work
on coaching and grassroots in the autumn.
In the meantime, we make these proposals on playing opportunities and regulation in the 
player market. We invite submissions and comments on them from all involved in the game. 
An immediate next step should entail detailed consideration, consultation and debate 
between all interested parties in football. The Commission not only aims to keep the 
momentum going forward, but also will lend whatever support it can to this assessment of 
the evidence and proposals, in any way that is helpful.


