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It's your bi-weekly round-up
of news, scores and chit-chat
from around local football. It
is out every other Wednes-
day, and has just completed
its third full season. You can
subscribe by scanning the
codes on the back of this
magazine, or googling “Hong
Kong Football Podcast”.

Contact: podcast@offside.hk
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ong Kong was certainly green this
year. Not only did Tai Po clinch a
stunning league title win in one of
the most hotly contested races in
years, but Happy Valley won Divi-
sion 1, completing their march of
redemption from the fourth tier.

At the time of going to press, the Valley were set
to join the Premier League for next season, though
of course in Hong Kong football nothing is ever
certain.

We've got a story on that remarkable return, plus
one on how Tai Po toppled all comers in the top
flight, as Hong Kong fans were treated to a true
four-horse race after last year’s Kitchee proces-
sion.

We'll also give our views on the best players,
coaches and goals of the season, talk about the
all-too-brief tenure of Gary White at the national
team, and take a look at the problems facing local
teams in the AFC Cup.

Read on, and we'll see you next season.
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For the
record

News bites from the
season just finished

Blown away

When it hit in September 2018, Typhoon
Mangkhut not only flooded streets, smashed
windows and tore up loads of trees; it also
left a mark on Hong Kong football. Kitchee’s
Shek Mun training ground — the best club
facilities in the city —was wrecked by floods
and gales, leaving the reigning champions
homeless. And the damage to Aberdeen
Sports Ground’s west stand (pictured, top)
was so bad that it had to be closed down,
forcing Southern to relocate to Mong Kok for
a few matches. Even when the ground was
safe, fans had to move to the other stand

for the rest of the season. While Southern’s
results seemed unaffected by the weath-
er-beating, the same cannot be said of
Kitchee.
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Russell’s hustle

Six years ago Andy Russell (pictured, centre)
was playing non-league football in the UK
with Fylde. But now, after stints with South
China and Tai Po, a sojourn in Malaysia,
breaking into the Hong Kong side and
moving to China League One with Liaoning
Whowin, he has signed with Hebei China
Fortune in the Chinese Super League, join-
ing players such as Javier Mascherano and
Ezequiel Lavezzi, and playing at probably
the highest level of any Hongkonger. Also
new to the CSL is Alex Akande, who moved
to Dalian Yifang after his previous club,
Yanbian Funde, folded. But neither of them
will face compatriot Festus Baise, whose
side Guizhou Hengfeng dropped into China
League One, where he joins Meizhou Hak-
ka’s 21-year-old Hongkonger Tsui Wang-kit.
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Fan fury

Following Kitchee has never been a budget
option. Tickets for their home league matches
cost up to $150, compared with $60 at clubs
such as Lee Man or Dreams. They are also the
only side to charge for online streams. But the
club appeared to reach a tipping point when it
charged $180 for AFC Cup group-stage match-
es at the Mong Kok Stadium. Fans voiced
discontent online. Some turned up with posters
reading “Supporters not customers” (pictured,
bottom). The attendance for the Kitchee v Tai
Po group game — 2,841 — should have been
much higher, and was almost certainly affected
by the cost. We'll see how many watch the two
teams play Tai Po’s home fixture at the same
stadium in June, when tickets will be $80.
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lai Pos title win will live .
long in the memory

: "‘,Iy NEMES Legge e

hen the

final whistle

blasted in

Guangzhou

on Saturday
May 4, and Tai Po clinched a
2-1 win over R&E their players
ran over to the travelling fans.
The only person to outrun
them was coach Lee Chi-kin,
his tracksuit and mat of rain-
soaked hair giving the effect of a
black flash. -
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As he screamed God-
knows-what at the fans,
arms aloft like a conquering
emperor, and threw around
some advertising hoardings,
he embodied the sense of
personality he has instilled
at Tai Po, and which had just
won him and his club their
first-ever league title.

A few seconds later, as
emotion caught up with him
and his face crumpled into
tears, he was comforted by
his tight-knit band of players,
many of whom, astonishing-
ly, have played under him
since they were together at
Sham Shui Po in 2011, and
followed him to YFCMD
and Pegasus before Tai Po.
The so-called Kin Army are
club captain Wong Wai, Fung
Hing-wa, Lee Ka-yiu, Lee Ka-
ho and Leung Kwun-chung,
while Philip Chan, who was
also in that Sham Shui Po
team, took a slightly different
route over the past eight
years before reenlisting in the
summer.

Offensive line-ups, impres-
sive energy and a never-say-
die attitude, sprinkled with
Brazilian pizazz, won them
the title. The acquisition
of left winger Igor Sartori
two seasons ago meant
they had the best player in
Hong Kong, while the much
improved Eduardo Praes
marshalled the back line
and Sandro, signed halfway

through the season, scored
vital goals, including both in
that decisive R&F match.

A younger member of the
Kin Army, Tan Chun-lok, also
stood in the Guangzhou down-
pour. But as the men in green
celebrated, he wore white and
gold, having left for the much
wealthier R&F in the summer,
along with Sean Tse.

Those departures, and that
of Andy Russell six months
earlier, had lowered expec-
tations for Tai Po at the start
of the season. The apparent
weakening of the side that
finished second in 2018 had
made another Kitchee title win
seem inevitable in August.

But, after seven years of
domination by 2018’s un-
beaten champions, it became
clear early in the season that
another team stood a chance
of winning the league.

But which team? R&E
Southern, and Tai Po were
all in the mix. Even as late as
April, Hong Kong had a four-
horse race, and anyone could
win.

It all started with a stumbling
start for Kitchee, who drew
three of their first four match-
es. Soon after came a shocking
and deserved 3-1 home loss
to R&E ending Kitchee’s
22-month unbeaten league run
and proving what the Guang-
zhou side — supercharged by
two former Kitchee full backs
in Lam Zhi-gin and Lo Kwan-
yee — were capable of. >
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Local heroes

Southern’s Nikola Komazec celebrates with the team’s fans. Photo:
KC Southern

Tai Po’s title triumph was the first win ever for a
district team in Hong Kong. Established in 2002
with 13 teams in Division 3, the district team
system was intended to support local football and
its integration in the community by helping clubs
build local links. Its most successful clubs - Tai Po,
Southern and Yuen Long - finished first, third, and
seventh in the league respectively.
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Below: Fernando, of Kitchee. The
team could not recover from a poor
start to the season.

Above right: Tai Po players celebrate
their title win in Guangzhou.

Photos: Kitchee, Wofoo Tai Po

The early talk was about
Eastern and Southern.

Chan Yuen-ting’s side won
four and drew two of their
opening six to go top, taking
the lead from Southern, who
won all of their first four.

Tai Po’s early weakness was,
it seemed, dropping points
against bottom-half teams,
with a 4-4 draw at Yuen Long
on the opening day and a 2-2
tie with Dreams. And a 1-0,
smash-and-grab, last-second
defeat to Southern was a
reminder of their former
tendency to let slip match-
es in which they hogged
possession but failed to make
it count.

But that would be their only
loss of the season. In the five
other matches against their
three main rivals, they won
four and drew one. In the
13 matches after that loss,
they dropped just six points,
including in a massive 2-2

draw with Kitchee, after trail-
ing 2-0 with 20 minutes left.

Maybe that draw was the
turning point for Tai Po,
eroding their fear of a club
they had not beaten in the
league since 2010; a club
which beat them in two cup
finals the previous season.
Any fear that remained
was clearly obliterated in
February’s 3-0 demolition of
Kitchee, a game that put Tai
Po in the box seat.

Or maybe the turning
point came a month later,
in the Greens’ 2-1 win over
Pegasus, during which they
trailed 1-0 after an hour,
playing terribly. The victory
was as ugly as Sartori and
Lee Ka-ho'’s goals were
beautiful, and was the kind
of ground-out win generally
associated with champions.

Maybe it was the fascinat-
ing 3-3 draw between R&F
and Southern, which the
Aberdeeners salvaged in
the dying seconds, clipping
mainland wings and ensur-
ing two of Tai Po’s rivals
dropped points together.

Tai Po were unstoppable

Presented by the Hong Kong Football Podcast

Crucial clashes

Records against fellow top-four teams

WDLUP
Taipo s 1 113
Soumom2 5 1 5
Wioneo |1 2 3 5|

R&F 1114 4

LI

from then on, winning

their final eight matches. A
last-minute goal from Sartori
dispatched Southern on April
19, to place one hand on the
trophy, setting up the Guang-
zhou win a month later.

Speaking to reporters after
the Guangzhou celebrations,
Lee thanked his family for
their support during his long
career in the fickle and shaky
world of Hong Kong football
coaching. As he spoke, a gang
of his players barged into
the conference room to soak
their coach with water bottles
and chant “Campeones”. The
mob exchanged hugs and
kisses, before Lee got back to
answering questions.

But the biggest question,
once the euphoria dies down,
is whether they can possibly
do this again. Kitchee and
R&F will probably come back
stronger next season. They
and other teams will covet
Lee’s stars, such as Wong and
Sartori. And in a sport with
as many variables as football,
a title win so unlikely — and
so memorable — will always
be tough to repeat. ®
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. Pegasus beat Eastern 2-1 to give them
Season Review 2018/19 their first league defeat of the

season. Photo: HK Pegasus

Stefan Pereira’s goal helped Lee
Man to their first win of the season,
beating Hoi Kong 1-0.
Photo: Lee Man

How the Premier League

season played out _
R&F beat Kitchee 3-1 to end

their 31-match unbeaten
league run and go top of the
table. Photo: HKFA

Southern won their first four, including this 1-0 win over
Tai Po after a last-minute James Ha goal.
Photo: KC Southern

/

—”

Eastern 2

Southern 3

Q</ | F
Pegasus 6

.

e Yuenlong7

LeeMan 8

M
Hoi King. 10 B

12 13




Season Review 2018/19

Kitchee won the Senior Shield,
beating Tai Po 3-2 in the final ...
Photo: Kitchee

... but Tai Po got revenge with a 3-0
battering, their first league win over
Kitchee since 2010.

Photo: Wofoo Tai Po

Eight points from eight games
between January and April left
Eastern languishing in mid-table.
Photo: Eastern Long Lions

s =

A 1-1 draw with Kitchee was one of

the best results of last-placed Hoi
King's season. Photo: Kitchee

~] Dreams beat Lee Man 6-0, with
goals from Nacho Martinez and
Marcos Gondra, to go seventh.

Photo: HKF,

~ —vamir

Tai Po won the league, five points
ahead of second-placed R&F.
Photo: Alan Man Photography &
Junpiter Futbol

Pegasus 6

9

14

15
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Season

Goal of
the season

James Ha EEH
v Eastern, 17/02/2019

Coach of
the season

Lee Chi-kin Z=EER
Tai Po

In what must have been one of the best
individual performances of the season, James
Ha tore through Eastern, scoring a hat-trick
in Southern’s 4-1 win. His first goal was the
best of the bunch, and the whole season. He
deftly knocked Lau Hok-ming’s pass up onto
his own chest, before volleying the ball past
a helpless Yapp Hung-fai. Other great goals
included Chris Annan’s early stunner for Hoi
King against Southern and Marcos Gondra’s
30-yard rocket for Dreams against Pegasus.
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It would be hard to overstate the size of Lee
Chi-kin’s achievements this season. With the
losses of key players, Tai Po did not look like
title challengers in August. But with their all-out
attacking style, an improved defence, sur-
prising staying power and a talent for coming
from behind in key matches, they stormed to
afirst-ever league title, losing only one game.
Lots of credit is due to the players, but even
more goes to the coach. R&F boss Yeung
Ching-kwong and Southern’s Ricky Cheng
also had great seasons, but there was only
one king of the dugout.
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Young player
of the season

Chan Kwong-ho &&=
Yuen Long

Player of BRiE
the season $A4=

Igor Sartori FE/MEE
Tai Po

It was not a stellar year for young Hong Kong
players, with young-ish players like Leung
Nok-hang, Lau Hok-ming and Tan Chun-lok
all doing well, but a little old for youth awards.
But one guy making a breakthrough was Yuen
Long’s 22-year-old forward Chan Kwong-ho,
who chipped in eight goals and many impres-
sive displays during a middling season for his
team. Tai Po’s Harry Sawyer, still only 22, also
made an impact both domestically and in the
AFC Cup. Fun fact: Chan and Sawyer were
born on the same day, December 31, 1996.
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This season was, perhaps even more than
usual, dominated by Hong Kong’s Brazilian
stars. Key performers included top scorer
Lucas Silva, of Kitchee, and any of R&F’s
attacking trident of ltaparica, Tiago de Leonco
and Giovane. Eduardo Praes was also instru-
mental at the back for Tai Po. But his team-
mate Igor Sartori was best of all, providing
constant threat, speed, mazy runs and assists
from the wing as his side swept to a stunning
league title win. The 26-year-old’s total of eight
goals — some of them long-range screamers —
also made him the side’s top scorer.
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The player of the season sits
down with James Legge and
Tobias Zuser

Igor Sartori, you have won the league, and
you are Hong Kong Football Podcast Play-
er of the Season. Congratulations!

Thank you very much, I am very happy!

Can you tell us about the season?

I think this season was amazing for us. At the
beginning it was a little bit difficult to win.
We drew many games, but when we put in
our minds that we could become champions,
everyone started to play very well.

When did you start to believe you could
become champions?

In January, when we lost against Kitchee

in the Senior Shield final, we knew that we
actually played a great game, so everyone was
disappointed about the result. But then we
played against Kitchee at our home stadium,
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and we won 3-0, so after this we thought we
could be champions.

You scored in that game, and it was one
of the biggest games of the season. Could
you tell us a bit more about this perfor-
mance, as it was such a good performance
for Tai Po?

I think that was the best game for us. Every-
one played great football, and we scored right
at the beginning of the game. That helped us.
In the other games, Kitchee always scored
first, so that game was different, and we had
many chances.

You had a great season last season. You
had another good one this season. Do you
think you have changed while you have
been in Hong Kong?

In my opinion, I played better this season,

as I was more prepared and more focused.
Last season was my first season in Hong
Kong. I didn’t know the players and the other
teams. This season was completely different. I
already knew everything about Hong Kong, I
know my teammates, and they also trust me.

Who else around the Premier League has
impressed you this season?

For my teammates I think Michel [Lugo] and
[Eduardo] Praes. These two did a great job
this season. I also really like [Chak] Ting-fung,
our goalkeeper Duk-gu [Tsang Man-fai] and
Wa Jai [Fung Hing-wa]. For the other teams,

I think Tiago [de Leonco, of R&F] had a great
season.

What changed for Tai Po this season? Last
year was second place, which was a great
finish. But this season you won the league
with one game to go. Did anything change,
or did things just click into place?

Of course we wanted to win last season, but
Kitchee were much better than the other
clubs. They won the title three rounds before
the end or so. So we mainly focused on [qual-
ifying for] the AFC Cup. But this season was
different. We really wanted to be champions,
because last season we lost three times: two
cup finals and the league in second position. I
was really disappointed and I put in my mind:
If I stay at Tai Po, we need to win. And we did.
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Sartori takes a shot against Southern. Photo: Wofoo Tai Po
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Left: Gary White at
Mong Kok Stadium.
Bottom left: New
team captain Huang
Yang against North
Korea. Bottom right:
White celebrates
with Chung Wai-
keung against
Taiwan. Photos: Zinc
Yeung, HKFA, Andy
Chiu.
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t was a strange year for the
Hong Kong national team.
Having missed out on qual-
ification for the 2019 Asian
Cup, there was not much to play
for over the past 12 months. But it
would not be Hong Kong football
if this gap year had meant less dra-
ma, less chaos, or less excitement.
With Kim Pan-gon’s resignation
in December 2017, the HKFA
kicked off its worldwide search
for a successor. But it took nearly
nine months before Gary White
was appointed in September
2018. All of a sudden there was
sports-related momentum to talk
about, a change of mood music
after the tiresome “anthem affair”
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Presented by the Hong Kong Football Podcast

that had previously dominated the football news cycle. For
some time White was seen as a favourite for the job, but both
fans and the media were still taken by surprise when the FA
announced the appointment coup.

White’s appointment, to some extent, brought hope. The
Englishman had, over the years, built a reputation for boost-
ing small Asian national teams, earning his credentials by cat-
apulting both Guam and Chinese Taipei up the Fifa rankings.

He made his debut in October 2018, and despite a 0-1 loss
to Thailand at the Mong Kok Stadium, the team still made
a positive impression. While the roster remained largely
unchanged, the new coach made two significant additions:
he re-invited Cameroon-born forward Paul Olivier Ngue and
— more surprisingly — called up Eastern’s then 20-year-old
midfielder Yue Tze-nam. One month later, the national team
had another test outing, this time away to Indonesia, where
they got a 1-1 draw courtesy of an equaliser by 38-year-old
centre back Festus Baise.

So White was still waiting for his first win when facing his
first major challenge in November, when he returned to Taipei
for the 2019 EAFF qualifiers. Even though the team seemed
improved, expectations remained humble. Too often had
Hong Kong been barred by North Korea from the compe-
tition’s final round, and there was little reason to hope for
anything different.

The first match of this round-robin tournament was against
hosts Chinese Taipei, whose bench White had sat on only a
few months earlier. In a way, he was playing against his own
team, and if his Hong Kong team wanted to maintain their
chances of qualifying, they had to deliver a first win.

And it was a tough game. Jaimes McKee’s opener was lev-
elled by Taiwan’s Chen Ting-yang, and with just 10 minutes
left to play both teams were tied at 1-1. In came Tai Po’s
23-year-old Chung Wai-keung for his international debut, and
a few moments later he scored the winner.

With the points in the bag, the following encounter with
North Korea was already a final. A few months earlier, Hong
Kong had seen their Asian Cup dreams shattered by the very
same team in Pyongyang. But this time the Koreans simply
could not get past Andy Russell, Festus and goalkeeper Yapp
Hung-fai. Yapp in particular seemed to have his mojo back,
after White decided to give the responsibility of -
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captaincy to Huang Yang
instead. The game ended in a
goalless draw.

That meant Hong Kong
needed a big win against
Mongolia, and they did just
that with an unlikely 5-1
thrashing. However, the
side’s hero of the eve-
ning was none other than
Taiwanese goalkeeper Pan
Wen-chieh, who frustrated
the North Korean attack
time and time again. Chinese
Taipei lost 2-0, but Hong
Kong topped the group with
a better goal difference than
North Korea. They qualified
for the final round of the
EAFF championship for only
the second time since 2010.
In December of this year they
will lock horns with China,
Japan and hosts South Korea
in Busan.

For a moment, everything
seemed perfect; maybe too
perfect. And in early Decem-
ber 2018, the HKFA dropped
a bomb: Gary White had
resigned on the last day of
his probation period to take
a job with Tokyo Verdy in
Japan. Even the FA seemed
taken by surprise, with newly
designed “Whitevolution”
merchandise already on the
way to stores.

Back was the chaos, and
back was the doubt.

Hong Kong was again
without a coach, and the FA
conducted another lengthy
search. A small glimmer
of excitement could be felt
when Kenneth Kwok won
his second consecutive
Guangdong-Hong Kong Cup
with a younger version of the
national team. However, the
FIFA break in March passed
without any friendly games
scheduled, marking another
uncomfortable moment of

22

stasis. Finally, in early April 2019 former Finland interna-
tional Mixu Paatelainen was presented as the new man
for Hong Kong. Together with newly appointed technical
director Thor Arnason, who earned his spurs with the
Icelandic FA, Paatelainen will be in charge of the upcom-
ing 2022 World Cup qualifiers, which start as soon as
September 2019. Before that, he will make his debut in
June with a home friendly against Chinese Taipei.

Drama can be good at times. But Hong Kong fans will
hope this will mark the start of a new (and stable) era. ®
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Gary White addresses the Hong Kong fans in Taiwan. Photo: Andy Chiu.

GARY WHITE: Q&A

How would you sum up your time in Hong Kong?
Well, it was way too short obviously, but | loved
every minute of it. The HKFA has some great
people, the clubs are working really hard to
develop the professional side of the game, the
fans are as passionate as anywhere | have been
before, and the coaches and players were abso-
lutely a pleasure to work with.

What effect do you hope to have had on the
team?

The biggest effect | wanted to leave was their
belief in themselves as well as the self-confi-
dence that Hong Kong can compete with any
country in Asia. That | think was the biggest
pleasure for me, to see the confidence I left the
programme with when | departed for Tokyo. Of
course | wanted to qualify for a major tourna-
ment, which we did with the East Asian Cup.

What do you think the Hong Kong team needs
from your successor?

The successor is in a very good position. He has
a major competition to prepare for, including

the World Cup qualifiers in the next couple of
years. The team is in a very good place and now
hopefully they can go further and really fulfil their

potential by winning things.
He’s going to need to be
very confident. He needs to
make sure that he pushes
the players to the bound-
ary of their comfort zone,
and not settle for anything.
What is very important for
the success of any coach
in Hong Kong is to work
closely with the clubs and
with the fans. Particularly
the clubs are doing a good
job in terms of trying to
professionalise the game.

Kenneth Kwok was your
assistant coach at that
time. How do you see his
potential?

Kenneth was a pleasure to
work with. He was always
listening, always learning,
always asking questions,
and he always did every-
thing | ever needed him

to do. The one thing that

| told him before | left is
that he has to be a little bit
more aggressive and a little
bit more ruthless when it
comes to big decisions. Of
course it is a bit difficult for
him, because he was born
and bred in the programme
and everyone knows him.
But he has a massive
future in Hong Kong and
maybe even past Hong
Kong.
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Kenneth Kwok's Hong Kong“"ydL]{H t“eam scored another memorable win over Guangdong this season. Photo: Zinc Yeung
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A fallen giant returns to the big time

here was a time

when clashes

between Happy

Valley, South Chi-

na and Rangers
could attract crowds of tens
of thousands, and produce
season-defining games where
titles were decided, and
legends made.

Which made the sight
of the three former giants
slugging it out in Division 1
this season, in front of sparse
crowds on all-weather public
pitches, a little strange. All
had fallen from grace over
the past decade, not always
for footballing reasons.

But now, at least one of
them might make a top-flight
return. Happy Valley, who
topped the second-tier by
seven points, winning 22 of
26 matches and scoring 98

goals, look sure to enter the
Premier League.

Their title-winning charge
was led in part by a Balkan
backbone of Serbian centre
back Igor Miovic, Bosnian
midfielder Mahir Karic,
and Albanian striker Ndue
Mujeci.

Mujeci, whose 30 goals
made him league top scorer,
said the success was down
to a level of organisation and
professionalisation which
would do the club well in the
top flight.

“We did everything as a
professional team, even
training twice a day, and we
have more players so even
on the bench we had similar
quality players to those who
played, and they were ready
any time to help the team to
reach our goal,” he said. >
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Among the local contingent
were Hong Kong’s all-time
most capped player, Lee
Chi-ho, and Guangzhou-born
forward Chen Liming, who
hit 11 league goals during the
campaign.

Lee, who has retired and will
not be joining Happy Valley in
the Premier League, was quick
to credit the overseas players
with a key influence.

“I think it is very import-
ant that the team has three
outstanding foreign players this
season,” he said. “The team
has a good balance in defence,
midfield and attack. Also, the
youngsters keep improving and

working really hard in every
match, and the coaches did
a good job to help the young
guns growing up.”

South China, relegated for
lack of funds in 2016 but still
by far Hong Kong’s most suc-
cessful club with 32 league
titles, finished a less impres-
sive ninth, while Rangers,
title winners in 1971 and a
strong cup team throughout
that decade, came third.

Lording it over South China
is a role reversal for the
Valley, who have racked up
16 second-placed finishes
since their formation in
1950, so often frustrated by

the Caroliners or, for a time,
Seiko. Though the club was
also a major force throughout
the 1960s and 70s, during
which Cheung Chi-doy was a
star man, they boast only six
league titles — most of them
coming in the late 90s and
early 00s, during a bad time
for local football.

After that flurry of suc-
cess around the turn of
the millennium, they were
suspended from the top tier
in 2014 amid match-fixing
allegations. A former player
was convicted and jailed for
fixing, while a club official
pleaded guilty and was fined.
The club were relegated,
eventually sinking to Divi-
sion 3.

Promotion for 2019/20
would mark an impressively
quick return to the big time,
and Lee toasted the club’s
turnaround in fortunes
since the dark days. “I am
glad to see Happy Valley
start from the third division,
keep climbing up and now
have the chance to join the
HKPL,” he said.

But the jump to the top tier
will probably be the -

Main image: Ndue
Muijeci celebrates
one of many goals
this season. Bottom
left: Happy Valley
secure the league
title in 2001. Photos:
Happy Valley AA
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biggest that the club has
made on its way up, with
Mujeci admitting the squad
would need some additions.

“Most of our players are
young, so we all know that
the Premier League is a level
up so we need to find more
experienced players and mix
them with the young guys so
we can have a strong team
to compete for next year,”
he said.

Promotion will also mean a
return for what was once the
city’s most controversially
political club. When leftist
riots shook Hong Kong in
1967, the avowedly
pro-communist Valley pulled
out of the First Division
after a dispute with the FA.
League officials had come
out in support of the colonial
police force’s efforts to quell
the unrest, something the
club could not abide.

Those days are gone; there
is no colonial establishment
to fight with any more. If
they do return to the top tier,
the real fight will be restor-
ing this proud club’s former

glory. =
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game against South China, a fixture rich in history. Photos: Happy Valley AA
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James Legge

l

his season’s AFC Cup campaign
provided one of the most boring
fixtures imaginable, but also one of
the most exciting.

The former was Tai Po’s two-leg
qualifying round against Ryomyong of North
Korea. The Hong Kong side’s penalties to win
the shoot-out were superb, but it’s debatable
whether they made up for the goalless 210
minutes which led to them.

The latter was the Greens’ match against
regular opponents Kitchee, drawn in the same
group — after crashing out of Champions
League qualifying against Malaysia’s Perak on
penalties — along with North Korea’s 4.25 and
Taiwan’s Hang Yuen. In a topsy-turvy match,
the Blues heroically levelled a 2-0 deficit in the
86th minute, only to concede in the 88th and
94th and lose 4-2.

But, even with two matches left to play, we
already know neither side will make it out of
Group L.

Local teams’ involvement in Asia’s second-tier

competition was always destined to be short.
One reason for this is the shake-up of the
format two years ago, which meant, among
other things, that Hong Kong’s entrants would
be in the same group, and only one team would
qualify from it.

The other is the anomaly of North Korea’s in-
volvement, due to their ineligibility for the AFC
Champions League, where their level would be
better suited. Their top team, 4.25, will most
likely dominate any group when faced with
East Asia’s smaller clubs.

Both Hong Kong sides beat Hang Yuen at
home, as expected. But Tai Po’s match with
4.25 illustrated the gulf in class. The Koreans
kept the ball, moved it quickly, and held their
shape. Tai Po, then the city’s champions-elect,
gave up possession cheaply, made unforced er-
rors, and defended poorly. They lost 3-1. Their
away match on May 19 did nothing to close the
apparent gulf in class, and neither did Kitchee’s
2-0 loss in Pyongyang.

It was a far cry from 2017 and 2018, when -
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Eastern and then Kitchee got to try their hand
against Asia’s giants in the group stage of the
Champions League, and the glamour of the ties

— and the occasional superstar opponent — made
up for the fact they were group whipping boys.
Dropping down a tier was at least expected to let
Hongkongers experience the latter stages of a con-
tinental competition, as they did during Kitchee’s

run to the AFC Cup semi-finals in 2014. It did not i

turn out that way.

But there are other issues with the previous-
ly popular AFC Cup. Since 2009, when nearly
38,000 people filled Hong Kong Stadium to sup-
port South China in a semi-final, the tournament
has turned into a predictable and monotonous
affair.

And Hong Kong clubs appear the biggest losers
from the recent reforms, which removed the per-
formance of national teams from the ranking sys-
tem. And pitting two Hong Kong teams against
each other in the groups limits the number of
points they can rack up between them, further
damaging the city’s ranking.

As football in Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand
and Malaysia improves, the Champions League
may not return to this city for some time. At
least there is something that European and Asian
football have in common: both systems are rigged
in favour of the regional giants.

In June, 4.25 will return to play Kitchee. Before
that, both Hong Kong teams will face off again, in
a battle for (a rewardless) second place and local
bragging rights.

Without major improvement on the pitch, or
another format revamp, that may be all that’s ever
on offer. ®
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Title image: Tai Po goal-
keeper Tsang Man-fai after

conceding against April 25.

Top left: Eduardo Praes in
a similar situation. Bottom
left: Fernando scores as
Kitchee beat Hang Yuen.
Above: Lucas on the offen-
sive during a Champions
League play-off with Perak.
Photos: Ken Wu, Kitchee
SC, Alan Man Photography
& Junpiter Futbol
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