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What is the Hong Kong
Football Podcast?

It's your weekly round-up of news,
scores and chit-chat from around lo-
cal football. It is out every Wednes-
day, and has just completed its first
full season, which included inter-
views with players like Eastern’s Josh
Mitchell and Southern’s Paul Olivier
Ngue. You can listen on Soundcloud,
iTunes or Stitcher. You can subscribe
by following the codes on the back
of this magazine, or google “Hong
Kong Football Podcast”.

Cover photo: Chris Lau
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This review was written, edit-
ed, designed and published
by Tobias Zuser and James
Legge, of the Hong Kong
Football Podcast. It was trans-
lated by a member of
Grenzenlos Groundhopping.

Grenzenlos Groundhopping
travel around Germany and
Europe to watch football and
learn fan cultures in different
leagues. If you are interest-
ed in football outside Hong
Kong, visit their page and find
out more. All reviews are in
German, English and Chinese.
www.facebook.com
/GrenzenlosGroundhopping

Help with photos came from
Chris Lau, a football writer and
photographer. Follow him on
Twitter @Chris_KL Lau

Some pictures were
provided by Santiago Kwok
of Student and Hong Kong
Football. Check out more
of his pictures at his website:
santiagokwok.com.

Another picture was provided
by Junpiter Football, a
Singapore-based football
website. Check them out too:
junpiterfutbol.com.
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Hello

ummer is a good time for two

things: One, to do stuff other than
watching football; and two, for taking
stock of the season, enjoying the great
moments it gave us, and pondering
the bigger questions it raised. A lot of
those questions have do with what (if
any) progress Hong Kong football has
made in the last 12 months.

And we have a few articles that might
make you think about those ques-
tions. But away from all that serious
stuff, there are a load of reasons to be
happy about the past 12 months in
Hong Kong football. These include an
exciting last-day finale, higher total
attendances than before and great
performances from new foreign stars
like Manuel Bleda and Nikola Koma-
zec. But there were also great showings
from young local players like Wong
Wai, Tan Chun-lok and Wong Tsz-ho,
and a bunch of young local coaches
in the top half of the Premier League.
There were a load of top-class goals
too, and big nights in Asian
competition.

And that time Bojan Malisic kicked a

ball into the traffic on Boundary Street.

Read on. And we hope your team does
better next year.

From,

GET IN TOUCH
podcast@offside.hk
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Observations
Ea rly from the |
st T
shouts ..

Festus leads Local heroes
CSL charge make a mark

While thelocal Premier League
remains closest to our hearts,
we cant overlook the suc-
cess of a Hongkonger across
the border. Festus Baise (pic-|
tured, top), who just turned 37,
played a major role in Guizhou
Zhicheng’s unlikely promotion
to the Chinese Super League
last year. Other Hong Kong

Away from the top-two[ =
|tussle, it was good to see district £
~ teams making up three of the|

top six this season. After a slow '
~ start, Southern went 12 match- ;&
es unbeaten to consolidate last S5
seasons progress. They weref =
the only team to beat Kitchee &
in the league. Yuen Long ™
|| (pictured, bottom) faded a lit- S8
! internationals, like Jack Sealy f&Stle after an explosive start, but 8=
and Jean-Jacques Kilama, got lunder new coach Tsang Chiu-{
' mainland moves last year, but S fJtat they went from relegation F
none of them stepped up as|

candidates to play-offs. And
easily as the Nigerian-born i the samba boys of Tai Po shone |
centre-back. Festus now cap- |

Jat times, with stars like Lu-"*"
tains the Guizhou team in the g#icas da Silva (pictured, centre). fae
CSL, making him Hong Kongs |

{They missed out on the play- %
most successful player at club ¥ offs on the last day, but can be F5=
level right now. Chinese rules -

pleased with sixth place after
on foreign-registered players ¥ promotion, to go with the Sap- &
mean he might have to leave flling Cup. These are teams with
Guizhou soon, which would &

strong community links, which
interest a few local teams. represent their districts well.




Land of the
rising Sun Hei

When the Hong Kong Premier
League started up back in 2014,
Sun Hei decided to continue
in the semi-professional First
Division. But after three years
the team looks ready for a
comeback.  Established in
1986, Sun Hei have a respect-
able history, with three league
titles and two Senior Shield
trophies to their name. Their
success in Hong Kong’s second

tier this season comes down |

. largely to one man: 24-year-old
* Yuen Chun-sing, who scored

. half of the team’s entire goal
' tally. Formerly a youth play-

er in the Hong Kong nation- &

al team, he only returned to

semi-professional football in |

2015, but has now earned a
move to Tai Po for the 2017/18
Premier League.

Presented by the Hong Kong Football Podcast

Photos: HKFA, Santiago.K, and
KMB Yuen Long FC
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Month b
gAEMont

How the the 2016/17 Premier
League season panned out

AU USt After briefly looking like they might go out of business
altogether, champions Eastern made it into the 2016/17 season. Kitchee brought
in former Bundesliga midfielder Lam Zhi-gin. BC Glory Sky and R&F joined
the league, with Tai Po and Hong Kong Football Club promoted. HKFC start-
ed with a worrying 6-2 loss at Yuen Long, while Nikola Komazec set down a
marker for the season with a debut goal for South China against BCGS.

/\E éﬁﬁ%@_‘*ﬁzﬂiﬁ%é BEHMESERTRGSHENBEN "R75E
i, MESEEE URARNFENEREEE. ASRIBIKERERFS
Mi& R%fﬁ?%iﬁéﬂﬁ%ﬁo M—ZEREFRNRAFENTEERE, ERFIIE A
MBS, BEEABMU6:22KITH, MITMERENIIMESEINER FER

R N — IR RUREERR

September .=

BCGS grab early points with a 2-0
win over R&E But R&F sprang a
shock the next week with a 2-1
comeback win away at Pegasus.

T, B ssmrszo sns

HEW=7, TLEbﬁaEHT{’EE
RE—MHRE, X2: 1RE

R&F stunned Pegasus in September at the
Hong Kong Stadium. Photo: HKFA
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O CtO b EMwo Michael

Hampshire goals in the last 10
minutes earned a win for HKFC
away at BCGS. Five current or for-
mer Pegasus players were arrested
over alleged match-fixing involv-
ing reserve division games the pre-
vious season. Southern got their
stuttering season back on track
with a 7-0 win against HKFC. Both
Eastern and Kitchee dropped their
first points of the season in thrill-
ing draws with South China. But
Caroliners coach Ricardo Rambo
was sacked after a humiliating 4-2
home defeat to Rangers.

| ﬁ %miE:I:T‘?%-H:\%;

ER_ESBEFERERRIE
Mo AR Ywﬁ%ﬁﬁlﬁﬁt
EHEEESPITREERSINE,
FZEMRKRE —BRREELRIUT0
BREG, RAMNGESHHEER
BFIEENMAESZTERRD. "I
T BRIETEERYF EREKE
BAOMAZ: ARBOEEXRERERIHEK
WA B

November

uel Bleda overtook Komazec at the
top of the scoring charts, helped by
four goals in Easterns 6-2 win over
BCGS as the champions won all
three matches for the month, scor-
ing 12 goals. A 90th-minute winner
from Fung Hing-wa helped nine-
man Tai Po beat 10-man Rangers
1-0. A 4-0 demolition of BCGS start-
ed Yuen Long on a run of five wins
in six, which was fuelled by goals
from Stefan Pereira and Aleksandar
Randelovic. Kitchee dropped two
big points in a 0-0 draw with BCGS.

H BB IS FE
R SEHRRABFF, WEERFIL
6: 2EMIZEFER —EFHEUSHEN
Ko HAEAB =Bk, —HHFA
T3, RBAAEENKBERES
BEASEN+2E—FETIWL0
BT AEEBNME. JTTRAMN4.085
¢T+/Eﬁfﬁﬁﬁﬂﬁ?—%£§¢/\ﬁk£ﬂ%
FIELSE, RERXKEBNEBIURFIELE
BEMNZRTHBS ZEAR, GE
WIEERERETRAEENMS

This match, between South China and HKFC
on November 26 was abandoned because of
the weather. Photo: HKFA
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December a e

top, Kitchee and Eastern played
out a stale 0-0 draw, in a game nei-
ther team wanted to win. At the
bottom, R&F grabbed an advantage
by beating HKFC 1-0 at home. A
late Leong Ka-hang winner against
South China gave Pegasus their first
win in five, and gave South China
their first loss in five.

— H BEABESHR
77200: OF3f, MBEARBERE L
FHRD. MEFE, EAEHU]
. OBMBEEBER LRSER,
REFEZZEEMANIERBEE, &
RESEABESBEMN, RRBZERE
FEIRRBRE ISR,

1 Jaﬂuary This month "=

saw two major departures for South
China, with Chan Siu-ki joining
Pegasus and Andy Russell joining
Malaysias Palau Pinang. Kitchee
won the first silverware of the
season, beating Eastern 2-1 in an
excellent Senior Shield final. But a
week later they lost their first game
of the season to Southern, 1-0,
losing ground on Eastern. South
China’s new signing Marko Perovic
got one assist and scored two on his
debut against BCGS, including a
great free kick. Kitchee brought in
experienced South Korean defender
Kim Dong-jin, and Tai Po brought
in Hong Kong international Itapari-
ca, from Xinjiang Tianshan.

F§¢ﬁ%%ﬁm%ﬁﬁw
EOIREREEK: BREBMBRERZE
REREREEREER, #5E
SERGREBE, ERERELZ
L TRRARBTEE. TBEERER]
E—BEFEEERMU: OfTREET
g, SRABEAENLFE. B
R IMRE SIRESIE S L L EE
RIRBRGT N EBEIR, RE—Emsd
BN E AR ERER, EEREAK
BUREENmERETRE, K
2R TR KBTI R LI E 5V
HERRE,

Pegasus’ Leong Ka-hang celebrates his
winning goal against South China.
Photo: Hong Kong Pegasus
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Feb rua I'y Rangers moved to Sham Shui Po Sports Ground, but
lost their first game there to South China. At the bottom, R&F ensured a dou-
ble over HKFC by hitting four in the first 70 minutes, but three late goals from
HKFC nearly earned them a comeback. Southern’s 6-0 battering of BCGS made
it five wins in a row, during a run of 12 league games unbeaten. This set up a
third-versus-fourth “Battle of the Buses” against Yuen Long, which ended in a
forgettable 0-0. R&F’s star Chuck Yiu-kwok bagged four goals in four matches
for the month, but - after 9 goals in his first 8 league games — Nikola Komazec
entered March without a goal in six.

—_— H ECRIREIZNRKS EEIG T 5 LB A B EBMELO: 1 EEE,
EERE, R&F ENHBE—MNECTIOERALIR, BERAEEFTERERL=
X, BHALETNEMERTZEBGENNNE, MEMNG: OXBRERRISH
s, WIEE T IHAKEES, ARCmEAN EBER =4, & 'BLiTlt, +
MBS, MUO: OMMES. R&F 2HMRE=EEE= B{NHIINE
BEGHIAMEKR, MEENSEMBERAEENSEENATR, BE_AKESR
(VA YA 2§

M a rCh HKFC grabbed a massive result, winning 2-1 at Tai Po, but
Komazec ended the clubs mini-revival - and his own lean spell - in their next
game, with a long-range free kick in a 4-0 win for South China. Sandro got five
goals in two games as free-scoring Kitchee beat Yuen Long 4-1 and Rangers 5-1.
Kitchee kept pace with Eastern, who beat South China 4-3 in a thriller at the
Mong Kok Stadium, Bai He scoring the winner in extra time.

Eastern’s Michel Lugo takes a shot : H
_in the match of the season, against [ HERSDI2
!' Sauth China. Photo: Santiago.K CTEBRKE: EBxey
ME—E, SXEHANEY
WEGMEHE, B
IIRECSHAIRE, &F
SR NEEREIRK, =&
KB GINIR, FEZEE
EMMHEANAIK, BEU
4: TEEUTEAKRIAG: 1
RBEXRR, EHER
| LEERT, RTAERE
ARG REOGHRE
MmU4: 3 FREsrEE,
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Tai Po'beat Yuen Long to get
backinto play-off contention.
Photo: HKFA

R

AE) Il I Jordi - on loan from
Kitchee - scored a hat-trick for Rangers
in a 3-3 draw with Eastern. That result
put Kitchee within four points of East-
ern with a game in hand. Tai Po beat
Yuen Long and South China back to
back to pull themselves back into the
play-off race. HKFC confirmed their
place at the bottom of the table for the
season with a 10-0 loss to Kitchee, who
then beat Pegasus and South China to
set up a last-game title decider with
Eastern. Tai Po won the Sapling Cup,

beating Pegasus 2-1 after extra time in
the final.

A ﬁ B R IR GRS E A
BEEISHEERA K DEEFEOE, B840
HARBKER—2D. RAKNLHL—
BRESEOERBNUNER, NifEE
BRUTHAREE, EMFRERNNESR
BRIHRE, BERESADTIKE, BE
RUBETRSEESE, MESBEIRE
MrER, BEERRBHRSZESS
METEEE, AEBRGBERD, KF
TENNRSPEERIA 2: 1 RESRENRAEE.
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M ay On the season’s last

day, Kitchee dominated East-
ern, winning 4-1 with a hat-trick
from Sandro, to win the league
by two points. South China beat
Yuen Long with a last-minute
penalty to secure fourth place.
A week later, Kitchee beat South
China 2-1 in the FA Cup final to
complete the treble.

EH EEFNRE—X, &

E¥HEh=TT, BENU 4 1 KB
77, RBMWMDZER L E S
BUE, MECRR—ZFATINH
RBIRTTRA, ARSI, —EH
&, BREEEERI 2: 1 BRFIE
R ARFF=EI.

Kitchee club captain Lo Kwan-yee lifts the
Premier League trophy. Photo: Chris Lau
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By Tobias Zuser

his season Chan Yuen-ting
made history, again. She

became the first woman to lead
a men’ team into the AFC Champions
League, a season after becoming the
first woman to lead a men’s team to a
top-tier league title. Her story looks
like a big step for female managers in
male-dominated sports. But while she
is hailed as an idol, what is the context
of her achievement? Has football in
Hong Kong been giving women more
opportunities than in the rest of the
world? Or was it all just luck?

Within hours of Eastern win-
ning the Premier League a year
ago, Chan’s story was global news.
Later, she was given a Guinness
World Record, and in December she
was named AFC Women’s Coach of
the Year. It had taken more than 150
years of football history to reach
that point.

Ever since, “Beef Ball” has become
a popular figure in Hong Kong and
abroad. She became a pundit on Le-

z 44 EERASREMT LR
25 MBEB T RERE R
M2 genpasEs.
MBS EH—RABEE, MA
EEEETHRSBTBENL
R, MR U LR
BT ENMEEE P —K
5, BEMERBBROER,
R E R EHERER? &
BIE R B B H i
BLILRHESSRER? B
—TIR R ?

BT — 5 B A S S
TE, 7EHUINE PIBEEE 2
BRSTR. Ek, MBI
R, T+ _H, BB
BEMNEHFERETRE, £
GREBE 150 FRRMRESES
BEfIL I AGEELE BRI,
Sk, 4R EEBIESND
MA— I+ SROHAY.
BT AN RARIEAERRSE, B LU
SRBE S EREEHATIE
.
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Sports and has attended corporate
events as a motivational speaker.

But getting there was anything
but planned. Chan’s interest in
football emerged late and only
flourished when she was at univer-
sity. She joined the women’s team of
a regional football club at 19, and
played for the women’s national
team.

Her family was sceptical. The
womens league is amateur;
players and staff have regular full-
time jobs. Chan took out a loan
to pay for postgraduate studies in
sport medicine and health science,
while also working as a football data
analyst. In the following years, she

was offered the role of assistant
coach for various youth teams and
top-tier clubs. Then, in December
2015, head coach Yeung Ching-
kwong suddenly left Eastern, where
Chan was an assistant, leaving her
next in line. Chan’s career would
not have taken off without the sanc-

BE—YHLAZETSZ2F
o PRITIE ¥t B IRAY B 2R 1G L B
iR, ZIMABARBRABISE
IR, #E+T RN T —
BKLZFEEK HEAFELFN
R

PR—RBEEE R AN KR,
LFHER—EXRHE, K&
MBS E S B ERB. MERABENR
WEEHES MMERESIESE
T, AREFEIEITE. H
%, BREZETFERKRIEHRIKRE
EEBZ. ® 2015 F£+A,
RAOEHEBEERRE Mk
BX, BN SBhEBIBREERERD
EE. BEEESERXEER
—{E 5 ARHLE, ERIETTE
o EEEAMESRITARERST
&, MEREERNRERZ =
ﬁ;ﬁﬁ:ﬁﬂl\JJ o

BRI IRG —EMREGATEA
¥, RBES<S AN Th DA%
AIFERN T E K IBMR, BRIT AU
ERABFRERMRIMERME TH
Mo BEBRGEREEBEIRE
AEER, (BMAENEIKEKRR
TR, BT HERNAEL

F 2. RE_TEtRERE

e R A E R — BRI AE, =

winning the league in 2016. Photo: Chris Lau
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Chan with the Eastern chairman Peter Leung, after

N 5him F—(ERAAR A ISR

o — L LBRERNES FE
NEE+TIFR, BE, BXE
ELt, EaZBEERELFE
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[, REEBREER, KZEK
AEHBESE AEE, B, DM
IR RIS

EZESEZH, FAEHEE
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tion of a man - club director Peter
Leung - who has retrospectively
called his decision a “no-brainer”.
Now that she has been celebrated
as a pioneer, it's tempting to un-
derstand Chan’s success as a move
towards gender equality. It doesnt
seem she was hired because of her
gender. Despite lacking a substan-
tial career as a professional foot-
baller, she had proved her technical
expertise, while earning her stripes

=k SRR E BE B P&
TR R E AN EEER R A
EREARNDIE, RRMAIEREK
RRINE LA AE, B RS BBk
Erh N\AWBEEMRE. A, &
FIHERNEEIE AR T RKEZ =
£ o AMERMRE NI

BRI BB B HE TIHER
47, , B2, BRERNLANERE

SEMEREE, R 2 — LR
B ERIB IR BB B R AR 2,

in positions that had mainly kept . EBEARBKTH
her behind the scenes. Finding the Her break KRBT THERE
fate of one of the best local teams through has F+ A 24,
in her hands, aged only 27, wasan been foiled 0= F Fiz3)
unprecedented breakthrough. by the BER,

Hiring a woman to coach a men’s continuous Bel 15 42 25 £ BR
team is extraordinary, but so - to FRamEEEaEE

a lesser extent - is hiring a woman emphasis on

MRS T 15

to coach a women’s team. Recent her gender ;ﬁ, 'fﬂﬁ'ﬂaﬂ Iﬁ_l H%

figures suggest the share of female

coaches in women’s football has

steadily declined, with a majority
of managerial roles in Europe and
the United States taken by men. A
quick look at the coaching benches
in Asia suggests a similar tendency.

In interviews, Chan has been
surprisingly outspoken about the
pressure she faced during her first
weeks in the job, and the fear she
would not live up to expectations.
But her team delivered results, and
with them came the respect of the
football community.

Nevertheless, its important not
to ascribe too much significance
to this. Although research shows
female coaches often perform
“significantly better” than their
male counterparts, Chan was not

JEE & B2 At
MEES, < AEFELDKE
W QIR G a2 A E5@ 14 Bl 5 1=
A0 B2 A 2K S RO K18 B R A Y
=g EIERAE .
RSN RER RIS RO LR, &
RIZE R T RIS, HEim
ERHRBERHE, RSEE
BiEEARE BN, i
EHRERERSHAREENS
A% b b EE B AR B R 77 B AT R BY BR
mES. BE, EMESFIEE
RIPRER1E RIS F ERE LR
IRF, &8 BABRID AR DR — 1R AU
EEWEHE,

R REFRIER, Mk

TEBEHCABRESENE

BRI T R RE RIS
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appointed as a change agent. She
was the typical temporary caretak-
er, recruited internally and needing
to perform extraordinarily well to
be considered for the job full-time.
She just did that.

Chan has set a massive example for
other women with similar dreams.
But it’s important to reflect on why
her success has been constantly
reduced to astonishment at how
she managed to cross the gender
barrier and what role her “crush”
David Beckham played in it.

Her breakthrough has been foiled
to an extent by the continuous em-
phasis on her gender. Winning the
Premier League is a standalone
achievement, for a man or a wom-
an. It’s more than England’s World
Cup-winning captain Bobby Moore
won when he managed Eastern.

But winning Women’s Coach of

14

Eastern faced Suwon Samsung Bluewings in the
AFC Champions League. Photo: JRP Borthwick

the Year whilst in the men’s game
shows how Chan is still evaluated
differently.

In an interview with the Guardian,
Chan has said she’s aware of hav-
ing become a role model for young
women in similar situations. Asked
about the reasons for her success,
she hinted at cultural characteris-
tics of the region, suggesting there’s
hardly any discrimination between
men and women in Hong Kong.

And despite Hong Kong being
about to get its first ever female
chief executive, this opinion is at
odds with realities in the city. Ac-
cording to a 2015 survey, around 30
per cent of men and 50 per cent of
women show progressive attitudes
towards gender equality, which
puts Hong Kong on a similar level
with China, Singapore, and Thai-
land. This is the same city whose



Presented by the Hong Kong Football Podcast

equal opportunities commissioner
suggested, on International Wom
en’s Day, that housework and
looking after elderly relatives are
parts of women’s careers.

Over the years, women’s football
in Hong Kong has improved slight-
ly, but the allocation of resources
is still far from satisfactory. Local
players can only participate in the
amateur women’s league, with the
best talents having to rest their
hopes on a career overseas.

To make matters worse, league
games are usually played on the
least popular football grounds, with
questionable pitch conditions, such
as the rarely used Causeway Bay
Sports Ground.

It's important then, to acknowl-
edge the incidental nature of Chan’s
appointment, which is not an
intended outcome of the current
structures. Hong Kong - 150th in
international football rankings -
is one of the least likely places to
produce the first female football
coach to win a top-flight men’s
championship. And it’s arguably
this very unlikeliness that made it
possible. For most women, coach-
ing a men’s team is still off-limits,
barring them from the opportuni-
ty to pursue a professional career
as a football manager. Hopeful-
ly, the recognition of Chan’s huge
success will eventually go beyond
celebrating the “miracle”, and
address more important questions
about gender equity in football.
Why did this take so long? And,
where are the other women? ®

MIREE, MiEHEFBEXETR
BMHRIKE, AREBEEREAL
XA

REREBNSEEE LEMLIT
BRELE, BEE&EREEE
RIRBEN—EM, RiE 2015
FHRE, =SB HERAK
T hE SRR EFRRKRRE
E, sAEERERE. FHinE
REIEE, FEREEEEER
AR ENE BRIt
RESHMRBEMBEEARNE
afflo

BEZE, LFRBIKEEEBXH
BREe, BEERSEAEDA
MBARIEE, AHIRE HAEH Bz
B FBE, ARMAREHREE
FRBIME RS, FEEN
=, hEEEHEERXERSI
NMEESANEREMERNE

g LE1T, PIMIBRF=ER
I EENIS

ARDAABERPUISRIEIR R Z
BREYS, MARRBELEEE
TR HRNE R, BT
BIfREIkEEE 150 ([UMESE,
=HERBHREEINIE—ULEE
mSERBEFHEESENHE P —
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o, BEEERFT B EMRTF
NEZEHEE, STEEEEER
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Season
awards

Goal of

the season

Lai Lok-yin

v BC Glory Sky, 11/09/2016
There was a hatful of great goals
this season, notably Marko Perovics
debut free kick against BC Glory
Sky, Lee Hong-lim’s curler against
Rangers and Jared Lum’s run and fin-
ish against Southern, at the end of a
lovely Kitchee move. But the award
had to go to young Pegasus midfield-
er Lai Lok-yin for this sweetly struck
rocket of a volley, direct off a corner.
BCGS even had a man on the line,
but he had no chance. Timing; con-
centration; technique. What a strike.

— 4

Photo: Hong Kong Pegasus

The prizes
that everyone
really wants
to win

Coach of

the season

Tsang Chiu-tat
Yuen Long

Five of the top six teams this year
followed the orders of a local coach.
While Eastern's Chan Yuen-ting
made history in the ACL, and Alex
Chu almost eliminated a K-League
club with Kitchee, there was another
remarkable star in the making. The
award goes to 28-year-old Tsang
Chiu-tat, who - in his first season in
charge — made sure Yuen Long had
nothing to do with relegation this
year, and became a force to be reck-
oned with. Honourable mentions go
to Southerns Ricky Cheng and Tai
Pos Lee Chi-kin, who continue to
raise the bar for tactical cleverness.

Photo: KMB Yuen Long FC
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Young player of

the season

Tan Chun-lok
Tai Po

Although he picked up a very sneaky
booking in the Sapling Cup semi-
final, Tai Pos No 16 ticked all the
boxes in our award checklist. Just
21 years of age, Tan Chun-lok has
become the backbone of his team
and also captained it, in the absence
of Wong Wai. After spending his
formative years in the UK, Tan is
already one of the strongest defen-
sive midfielders in the league and
is unsurprisingly breaking into the
national team. Eastern defender
Wong Tsz-ho, or “The Prince’, as he
is affectionately known, will be a con-
tender for next seasons youth crown.

Photo: Santiago.K

Player of
the season

Nikola Komazec
South China

There were players who scored more
goals, like Sandro and Manuel Bleda,
but none had an impact on the league
like the big Serbian. Other contend-
ers for the prize would be Kitchee's
star attacker Fernando, or their
metronomic  midfielder = Huang
Yang. Honourable mentions to Jordi,
rejuvenated at Rangers, and to
both Everton Camargo and Chuck
Yiu-kwok, who led the line so well to
keep BC Glory Sky and R&F off the
bottom.

Turn over for our full verdict
on Komazec's impact

Photo: Chris Lau
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tarting with his debut goal against BC Glory
SSky, through the 12 goals he scored in his first

13 matches for South China, including goals
against Johor in the AFC Cup, and into a quieter sec-
ond half of the season, Nikola Komazec has made a
huge impact. He finished joint third-highest goalscor-
er, with 13 goals. The two men ahead of him in the
scoring charts - Kitchees Sandro and Eastern’s
Manuel Bleda - had great seasons, but play in much
stronger teams. The big Serbian got four goals against
the top three, all of them crucial. But it’s not just about
the goals. Whenever the ball is near, his aim is to
unleash that left boot with a shot on goal as soon
----- 8= = as possible. His finishing and positioning, plus the
emotion and camaraderie he puts into his game (we
once saw him kiss Mahama Awal on the face just for
winning a throw-in) make him a true character, and
just the kind of player we all want to watch.
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One country,

too man
systems

By Tobias Zuser and James Legge

How a year of tactical
inconsistency limited

Hong Kong’s progress

he 2015-16 season was a
I historic one for local football.
After Hong Kong held China
to two unexpected draws, the city’s
most popular spectator sport had
new momentum. Sure, the team
finished behind Qatar and China
in the group and had to write off a
trip to the World Cup, but hopes of
getting to the 2019 Asian Cup were
high.

But amid the newfound euphoria,
few stopped to reflect on wheth-
er the national team had really
improved over recent years, what

PEHER.
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whether Kim Pan-gon was the right
coach to lead it forward. Let’s take
a look at the team’s games since
September 2016 to find some
answers (SPOILER ALERT: they
might be a bit unsettling.)

On 1 September, Hong Kong
played Cambodia at the Mong Kok
Stadium. The 4-2 win, with star
man Itaparica providing a goal
and an assist, was satisfactory, but
glossed over some sad truths. The
defence, which had been the team’s
biggest strength during the qualifi-
ers, started showing serious flaws.
With Festus Baise missing, the
back line looked uncomfortable,
disorganised and vulnerable, and
Kim’s six substitutions, apparently
without any plan in mind, left the
team looking incoherent. At times
the team didn’t seem to know what
the match plan was, and players
such as Jean-Jacques Kilama and
Jack Sealy showed a lack of match
practice at their respective clubs
in China. Cambodia fielded only
a youth team, and yet Hong Kong
couldn’t dominate. But at least
luck was on their side, with Sandro
converting a penalty and veteran Lo
Kwan-yee scoring by header (really,
a header!).

After the cancellation of the
friendly with Turkmenistan, Hong
Kong played next against Cambo-
dia away, winning 2-0. It was an-
other flattering scoreline. Sandro’s
sixth-minute goal laid the founda-
tion for the win, but the question
remained: what kind of football was
Hong Kong meant to play?

Hong Kong coach Kim Pan-gon.
Photo: Ryan Kam
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e

Hong Kong struggld aainst
Jordan. Photo: HKFA

his
rotations. Over the
course of the game
he fielded 17 players,
sometimes out of position, prompt-
ing the question of whether the
team would be able to serious-
ly rehearse different match plans,
that might work against stronger
sides. Forwards like Alex Akande,
Godfred Karikari, Sandro and Xu
Deshuai, despite their collective
talents, looked like they had no
idea how to link up. But the two
goals — from Kitchee duo Akande
and Huang Yang - did give cause
for optimism, both coming from
high-quality link-ups.

In November, Hong Kong hosted
the qualifying round of the EAFF
East Asian Cup, a round-robin
tournament including North Korea,
Guam, and Taiwan. Only the group

winners qualified for the final
22

Why was Kim
Next on the schedule trying out new
was a friendly at home shapes and
against Singapore, and positions in
Kim continued with the biggest
favoured  heavy game of Hong

Kong’s season?
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round and, as expected, it came to
the last match, between Hong Kong
and North Korea. Before that, Hong
Kong started against Guam, a team
that by all measures should be way
below them. But after going 3-0 up
through two Akande goals and one
from Sandro, they let Guam get two
back to ensure a nervy end.

Akande then put on a one-man
show against Taiwan in the second
match, scoring four in a 4-2 win, in
the side’s most convincing perfor-
mance of the season.

When Hong Kong eventually took
on North Korea, it was soon appar-
ent that the home side would be
easily outclassed. Yet more disor-
ganisation in defence - brought
about by Kim apparently switch-
ing to three at the back with wing-
backs - once again left the team
on shaky foundations, at it was
surprising that it only ended 1-0.
The front three, of Akande, Karikari
and Chan Siu-ki, was isolated and
flat. Why was Kim trying out new
shapes and positions in the biggest
game of Hong Kong’s season?

Looking back, the successful
World Cup qualifier campaign was
both blessing and curse.

Alex Akande scored
four against Taiwan.
Photo: Dennis Lo
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While Hongkongers were instilled
with new pride in local football,
many were misled into thinking
the team was ready to prove it-
self against stronger opponents.
It's an unpopular view, but Hong
Kong’s historic draws against Chi-
na were not just based on inspiring
performances by the team, but also
a lot of luck - especially lucky that
the Mong Kok Stadium didn’'t have
goal-line technology.

Over the past few years, there
has hardly been any development
in terms of tactical awareness and
physical stamina, which are the key
ingredients for football minnows
to frustrate the better teams out
there. And we are not just talking
about Iceland and Georgia, but a
range of Asian countries that have
started taking football development
seriously.

This is not to diminish Kim’s suc-
cess with the team. When he arrived
Hong Kong lacked confidence, and
his motivational skills certainly
brought the team a step forward.
But he may have reached the limit

Hong Kong have to play
North Korea again in'June.
WLl non, who beat them 0-2. This

of what he can do for Hong Kong.
The year 2017 has not started
well. Hong Kong began Asian Cup
qualifying, finding themselves in
a tough group with Lebanon, Ma-
laysia, and North Korea. In March
the team travelled to the Middle
East, where they first took on Jor-
dan in a friendly, and were battered
4-0. Kim continued the tradition of
tielding players out of position, with
centre-back Li Ngai-hoi struggling
in the centre

It would be of midfield.

great to rely Controver-
on more sially, holding
sustainable midfielder Bai
things than He resigned
luck from the

national team,
after being informed that Kim
would rather choose younger play-
ers. A few days later, Bai proved
his current form on the pitch,
scoring two crucial goals for
Eastern against South China. The
HKFA later named him the player
of the month.
Unfortunately, things did not
get better in Hong Kong’s open-
ing group game against Leba-

means the national team is already
under pressure if they would still
like to qualify for the 2019 Asian

¥ pull off another miracle, it would

be great to rely on more sustainable

= things than luck.

Next up is North Korea again, at

" home, on June 13. Let’s see what

else Kim has in the locker. ®
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espite the trau-
ma of the two
games against

Guangzhou Ever-
grande (we’ll get to
that bit later), Hong
Kong’s two biggest
clubs had two matches
against foreign sides
that gave reason for
optimism.

Kitchee’s match
against Hanoi FC was
one of those nights
that reminded us why
we all love watching
football.

The amazing thing
was that the first goal
in this frenetic 3-2 win
didn't come until the
72nd minute, when
Hanoi hit Kitchee with
a slick sucker-punch.
But what followed -

Bridging &

the
gap

Hong Kong teams’

Asian adventures
prove they are still
some way off the
region’s best

(but it’s not all bad)

By James Legge
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Hanoi defenders look on

as Sandro's goal bounces in.
Photo: JRP Borthwick
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-l a-wai celebrates his winner
- chee against Hanoi.
~Photo: Junpiter Futbol ;

Kitchee equaliser, extra time, tak-
ing the lead, getting pegged back
and down to 10 men because Alex
Akande went off injured - put the
compact army of Kitchee fans in the
Hong Kong Stadium on the edges of
their seats.

Despite the numerical disadvan-
tage, Kitchee coach Chu Chi-kwong
kept going for the win. And when
Lam Ka-wai, Kitchee stalwart,
cramping up after more than 120
minutes of play, met Fernando’s
cross to nod it in for the winner,
Chu got his deserved reward, and
the fans in the stadium went nuts.
Strangers hugged; one guy ripped
his top off; one woman was crying.
What a moment.

Kitchee’s next game was for a place
in the group stage. Away at Ulsan
Hyundai, on a bitterly cold night
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at the bottom of South Korea, it
brought them so close to glory.

During a stale first half, Ulsan
looked like they had underestimat-
ed Kitchee, who adapted their usual
attacking style to a more defensive
one. They played with a back five,
and organised themselves well. Fer-
nando and Sandro were the only
real attacking outlets, but the likes
of Krisztian Vadocz and Huang
Yang managed to get the ball to
them in good positions. It was de-
fensive without being fearful.

After conceding a horribly un-
lucky first goal and equalising
through Kim Bong-jin, Kitchee
took Ulsan all the way to extra time
and penalties, but Akande and Fer-
nando missed their kicks to send
the Blues out.

The fact that Kitchee got so close,
losing so unluckily, was a testament
to their performance in the compe-
tition, and bodes well for next sea-
son, when they will represent Hong
Kong in the group stage.

Eastern’s task was always going to
be tougher than Kitchee’s, with six
matches against teams from Asia’s
biggest leagues. The first fixture,
away at Chinese champions Ev-
ergrande, was about as tough as it
ever could have been.

They also had to play without any
real fans, after Guangzhou author-
ities barred Eastern supporters on
vague security grounds. The fact
that Eastern itself then paid sup-
porters HK$3,000 compensation for
tickets that had only cost HK$170,
claimed it was the club’s own fault
without any explanation, and de-

28
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Manuel Bleda scores his
penalty against Kawasaki...

clined to report the incident to the
AFC for a blatant breach of the
rules was a betrayal of their most
loyal fans. And that their sponsors
then sent Guangzhou-based em-
ployees to the Tianhe Stadium to sit
there pretending to be Eastern fans
added insult to injury.

On a night when Chan Yuen-ting’s
men would need luck on their side,
conceding a penalty and having a
man sent off for a handball on the
line in the second minute was not
ideal. Going down to nine men
made things even harder, as the 7-0
final score suggests. It was a horri-
ble night for the Hong Kong cham-
pions.

But two home games against less
terrifying opposition came next.
And the high point for Eastern (the
second of those memorable nights
from this season) came in the first
of these, in a 1-1 draw with Japan’s
Kawasaki Frontale. Eastern’s back
four was well protected by Bai He
and Diego Eli in midfield, and
withstood a lot of pressure, before
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Kawasaki defender Tatsuki Nara
brought down Manuel Bleda in the

box. Nara was sent off, and Eastern §

got a penalty, which Bleda scored.
Both the penalty and the send-

ing-off were dubious decisions, };

suggesting maybe luck was on the
Hongkongers’ side this time.

From then on Eastern were happy
to let Kawasaki have the ball. They

the match. But when they had the
ball they looked so much more de-
cisive and assured, getting it up the
pitch at the right moments, for Ble-
da, Jaimes McKee and Lee Hong-
lim to chase, making good use of
the wings.

But in the second half, Eastern
goalkeeper Yapp Hung-fai made a
rare error in judgment, coming for
a ball that he didn’t have to, and
ended up jumping over Kawasaki’s
Itakura Kou as he knocked the ball
home to equalise.

It was a solid point for Eastern to
take, and proved that they could
compete on the same pitch as some
of Asia’s finest, when at their best
(and with luck on their side.)

The next game, against Suwon
Samsung Bluewings, of South Ko-
rea, could have got Eastern another
point. But they had to play without

the injured Bleda and Eli, leaving [
them to park the bus even more [

than they had against Kawasaki.

And it could have worked, except @
for the arrival of Suwon’s forward
Johnathan, who took advantage of a §

lapse in concentration in the East-
ern defence to slip into the box and
nod the ball into the goal.
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After the first-match humiliation,
the two games in Mong Kok showed
massive progress, even though
any hopes of getting into the next
round were over. But when the ACL
returned a month later, it all went
wrong again.

A 5-0 walloping away at Suwon
preceded the 6-0 Mong Kok Massa-
cre at the the hands of Guangzhou.
This time Eastern couldn’t blame
red cards or bad luck.
They were just outclassed
by their near neighbours,
as the militaristic drums
and chants of the Ever-
grande fans echoed into
a warm and humid sky
over Kowloon. After an
improved performance in
the first half, which end-
ed only 2-0, the flood-
gates opened, with Alan
and Paulinho the stars for
the Chinese giants.

The Evergrande fans, who were
given an extra-large away section
because so many of them sneaked
their way to tickets in the home end
(thanks to a flawed ticketing ar-
rangement), also made their mark.
After repeatedly singing the Chi-
nese national anthem, they unfurled
a banner which read “Annihilate
British dogs, extinguish Hong Kong
independence poison”. Hong Kong
fans responded with equal venom
and no more restraint, chanting an-
ti-China insults and maternal slurs.
Some waved British colonial flags.
It was an unedifying sight for all
concerned. For the banner, Guang-
zhou were fined US$22,500 (less

Eastern’s
group stage
record

Played: 6
Won: 0

Drawn: 1
Lost: 5
Scored: 1
Conceded: 24

than two days’ wages for Paulinho),
and if they do anything like that
again they’ll have to play two games
in an empty stadium.

Eastern’s last match, away at Ka-
wasaki, didn't change the overall
outlook. Eastern had a generally
torrid time in the ACL group stage.
Scoring only one goal - from a du-
bious penalty - in six matches tells
its own story.

Some have said it would
be better if Hong Kong
teams were still in the
AFC Cup, Asia’s second-
ary competition, rather
than the ACL. Then they
could compete on a sim-
ilar level against teams
like Johor and Bengalu-
ru, and stand a chance of
making the latter stages.
Those people might get
their way pretty soon, if
Hong Kong teams do as
badly in the future as Eastern did
this season.

In 2018 Kitchee will play in the
ACL group stage. Their games in
qualifying this year, especially away
at Ulsan, suggest they might stand
a better chance than Eastern did.
They also have to drop fewer stars
because of foreign player rules, as
their top striker and holding mid-
fielder, Sandro and Huang, are both
locals. The loss of Matt Lam, Jared
Lum and Lam Zhi-gin (permanent
residents but not passport holders)
will hurt though. There’s a chance
they’ll get more than the one point
Eastern got. But it is still a massive
challenge. ®
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