
From: R Jordan 

29 June 1998 

To: PS/Minister 

RESTRICTED 

BELFAST UNITED/NORTHERN IRELAND EVENTS COMPANY 

Summary 

Issue: 

Timing: 

Recommendation: 

Background 

Follow-up to the Minister's meeting with the Chairman 

and Chief Executive of the Sports Council on 26 May, 

when the Minister undertook to speak to Lord Dubs 

about the tensions in role between the NI Events 

Company and the Sports Council 

Not time-critical, but useful for the Minister to consider 

this submission before we meet on 30 June 

That the Minister does not need to speak to Lord Dubs 

immediately, but should do so when clearer proposals 

are available on a sports stadium for Northern Ireland. 

Mr Spence, Permanent Secretary of DOE, wrote recently to his Minister (see Tab A) 

to advise him of the latest position on the possible development of a major sports 

stadium in Belfast, with an English Premier League club such as Wimbledon as anchor 

tenant. He notes the press coverage of the issue (see Tab B) and recommends that 

Lord Dubs writes to the GB Sports Minister, Tony Banks, to bring him up to speed - a 

draft letter is provided with the submission. 
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RESTRICTED 

Sports Council Position 

The Chainnan of the N1 Sports Council, Don Allen, and the Chief Executive, 

Eamonn McCartan, met the Minister on 26 May to express their reservations about 

DOE' s handling of this issue and more generally about the overlap in role between the 

N1 Events Company (chaired by DOE) and the Sports Council. Mr Allen's particular 

concerns about the Wimbledon issue were that the feasibility of the current proposals 

was doubtful, as was the potential benefit to sport, and particttlarly soccer, in Northern 

Ireland. 

The Minister agreed to take a suitable opportunity to speak to Lord Dubs abot1t these 

matters and as a preliminary, I undertook to bring together Mr McCartan and the lead 

DOE official, John Walker, to try to ease the apparent tensions. That meeting took 

place on 3 June and was helpful in clearing up some gaps in knowledge and 

misunderstandings and in agreeing steps to achieve a more harmonious and productive 

future relationship in relation to both the N1 Events Company and the sports stadium 

project. Progress on the latter subject was consolidated by a further meeting on 

12 June whicl1 in addition involved Ronnie Spence and Don Allen. That established 

the shared objective (identified in paragraph 5 of Mr Spence's submission) of reaching 

a joint view, as soon as possible, on whether a viable proposal exists to build an 

international standard sports stadium in Belfast wluch is capable of hosting a Premier 

League football team. 

I believe that the tensions which had built up between the Sports Council and DOE 

have now eased and, for the time being at least, there is a sense of common purpose. 
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RESTRICTED 

Minister's commitment to speak to Lord Dubs 

Given tl1e progress which has been made, I do not think that a disct1ssion with 

Lord Dt1bs is immediately pressing. There will be a natural opportunity to take stock 

when the consortium exploring tl1e stadium options puts forward more definitive 

proposals, probably during July. This would seem to be an appropriate occasion for 

both Ministers to discuss how to move forward to ensure the meslling of regeneration 

and sports objectives. 

RJJORDAN 
aExt59212 
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COMMERCIAL IN CONFIDENCE 

ernal Memo 

From: RB Spence Your ref: 

Permanent Secretary Our ref: PSE 3 11/98 

Tel: (5)41175/6

Date: 22 June 1998 

To: PS/Lord Dubs cc: See distribution list below 

Summarv 
• 

Issue: Possible relocation of English Premier League Football 

Club to Belfast. 

Timing: Pressing, but not time critical. 

Recommendation: Minister should alert the Sports Minister to the possibility. 

BELFAST UNITED 

l. This minute provides an update on progress about the possible development of

an international standard sports stadium, on a site on the north foreshore in

Belfast, and the prospects of attracting an English Premier League club, ie,

Wimbledon, as an anchor tenant.

? . The project has moved forward significantly since the Minister met with the 

private sector promoters in March, and a final decision on the viability of the 

project may be possible over the next few weeks. In broad outline, 

Government would transfer ownership of the site on the North Foreshore to a 

charitable trust; the trust would lease a part of the site to the football club; the 
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COMMERCIAL IN CONFIDENCE 

club would build the stadium; the trust would receive an income from the land· 
'

this income would be used for the benefit of sport in Northern Ireland. 

3. If a viable project can be delivered, the benefits to be secured are significant

and exciting for Northern Ireland:-

• we could have a modern 40,000 seater stadium, the building of which would be

financed by the private sector through an investment of up to £50m;

• the facility could accommodate other sports, in a manner \vhich could compli

ment the Sports Council's long cherished goal for a national stadium and associ

ated facilities;

• there would be significant opportunity for local employment in the construction,

running and maintenance of the stadium;

• the stadium plus supporting sports and commercial facilities would give a mas

sive boost to our regeneration work in Belfast;

• properly negotiated and managed, the introduction of a Premier League club to

Belfast could be a major stimulus to the sporting and general image of NI and to

the future health and development of soccer in NI.

4. There remain, however, major issues to be resolved and success is far from

certain. [ndeed, the odds are probably still against a successful outcome since

success depends upon:-
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COMMERCIAL IN CONFIDENCE 

4.1 a Pre1nier League Club being willing to relocate to Belfast; Wimbledon 

has, for example, other options to pursue including staying in London or 

moving to Dublin; 

4.? the private sector being able to put together a £50m funding package; and 

4.3 the football authorities in Northern Ireland, England and Europe being 

able to agree to the proposal. 

). The Chairman and Chief Executive of the Sports Council have expressed 

reservations about the viability of the current proposals and their suitability in 

relation to the needs of Northern Ireland sport. The Chairman has raised these 

points with Tony Worthington. The issues were discussed further, at a meeting 

which I arranged with the Sports Council and DENI on 12 June. We have 

agreed the way forward based on a shared objective to reach a joint vievv, as 

soon as possible, on whether a viable proposal exists to build an international 

standard sports stadium in Belfast which is capable of hosting a Premier 

League football team. We have also agreed arrangements for future 

discussions between all of the parties involved. 

6. As you k.novv, this subject has already been raised in Parliament; and there was

some press coverage earlier in the year in The Sunday Life. An earlier draft of

these papers was leaked to the Belfast Telegraph and published on l 7 June; a

leak inquiry has been initiated. The leak has given the impression that the

Secretary of State is backing the proposal and this seems, in fact, to have been

very well received; a Belfast Telegraph editorial ( copy attached) supporied the
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concept and a readers poll over tvvo days has showed that 65% of over 3,500 

voters supported it.

7. Mr Roger Casale, MP for Wimbledon spoke to me on Friday evening about the

press reports. I explained that, contrary to press reports, the Secretary of State

had not as yet written to the Prime Minister; that there had been no contact

between Ministers or officials and Wimbledon; but that vve were very interested

in attracting a Premier League side to Belfast as par1 of the regeneration effort

in the city.

8. The Minister and I have discussed, prior to the leak, whether the Secretary of

State should now write to the Prime Minister or whether it would be sufficient

for him to write to Mr Tony Banks. He felt that the latter was appropriate. I

think that that remains a valid conclusion, even though the leak has left the

Northern Ireland public with the belief that the Secretary of State has written to

the Prime Minister endorsing the project.

9. A draft letter for the Minister to send to Mr Banks is attached.

RB SPENCE 

COi\lliVfERCfAL IN CONFIDENCE 
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COMMERCIAL IN CONFIDENCE 

cc PS/Secretary of State (B&L) 

PS/Mr Murphy (DFP ,B&L) 

PS/Mr Ingram (DED,B&L) 

PS/Mr Worthington (DEN1,DHSS&L) 

PS/PUS (B&L) 

PS/Mr Semple 

Mr Carvill 

Mr Watkins 

PSG 

Mr J Walker 

Mr R Jordan 

Mr T Kelly 

Mr B Parker 
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DRAFT LETTER FROM LORD DUBS TO: 

Tony Banks MP 

Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State 

Minister for Sport 

?-4 Cockspur Street 

LONDON 

SWlY SDH 

I am vvriting to let you know about a proposal which is being developed by a 

private sector consortium to build a new international standard sports stadium 

in Belfast and to attract a Premier League football club as the anchor tenant. 

You may already know something of this from PQs tabled by Keith Simpson 

earlier this year, which associated Wimbledon Football Club with the proposal. 

I understand that the consortium expect to be in a position to finalise their 

proposal over the next few weeks. This will be a period of fairly intense 

activity and there has already been public debate in Northern Ireland about the 

possibility. I thought, therefore, that I should inform you of my general attitude 

to the project. 

I would regard attracting Premier League football to a new purpose built 

stadium in Belfast as offering significant benefits in terms of securing a 

sizeable capital investment by the private sector, making a positive impact on 

Northern Ireland's image and providing a welcome opportunity for substantial 

cross-community participation. As such, I would view the project as assisting 

in the development of a number of our objectives in Northern Ireland. 

However, I recognise that success is very far from certain and that there are 

significant hurdles to be overcome. 

COMlVIERCf AL IN CONFIDENCE 
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My ofticials, and those from other relevant statutory authorities (including the 

Sports Council for NI), have to date had no direct contact with Wimbledon or 

any other Pre1nier League Club. They are working with the consortium to 

ensure that any emerging proposal is viable, in financial terms, in terms of our 

existing strategy for sport in Northern Ireland and the response which the 

proposal is likely to receive from a range of sports governing bodies. 

It is clear, for example, that the consortium will need to have early, formal 

discussions with the relevant football governing bodies at local, national and 

possibly international levels. 

I hope that this letter provides sufficient background in the event of this matter 

being mentioned to you. 

I am copying this letter to the Prime Minister and Chris Smith. 

LORD DUBS 

COlYII
V
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Belfast Utd 
FOOTBALL PLAN: 

soccer u1 Ulster is an 
prospect 

Pre n! ie rs/1 ip 
ex cuing 

HI LE all eves are on Fruncc 
·90 at presenc. tentative
moves are raking place hehind
the scenes to put soccer 1n

Northern Ireland onto a new
platn. The Secretary of State has given 
her backin!! to a cn.mpai!!.n bv a secretive 
private sector consortium wh'ich is trying 
to woo a top En1rlish club to Belfast. 
Pan of the plan is a new multi-million 
pound stallium which would host regular 
Premiership games involving �eadline 
teams such as i\-lanchester United and 
Liverpool. 

_. 

The most likcl\' candidate for such a 
move is \.Vimbledon. which is still 
anempting to set up shop in Dublin. 
Belfast is -a more 102:ical location. £iven 
the stron£er footbalTing tradition or the 
citv. and �the fact that 1t is pan of the 
UK. With busloads of fans alreadv 
trekking over to England every weekend 
in winter. there is no doubtin£ the 
attractions of Premiership foocball for 
local fans. 

i'vlost importantly. a new Belfast United 
team would catch the mood of renewed 
hope which is abroad in Northern 
Ireland at present. This province has an 
opportunity to break free from the past. 
and put itself back onto the international 
map. Economically. the visiting fans of 
Premier�hip teams would be a maJOr 
boost for the hospitality sector. Vested 
interests must be put co one side. and 
$occer fans throughout the province must 
give the initiative a fair chance. 



Bahy's 
parents 
• 

1n new 
law suit 
LOUISE \Voodward and 
her family were facing a 
fresh legal nighrmare today 
as the au pair anxiously 
aw:iited the go-ahead to flv � , 
home to Britain. 

_The parents of �!atthew 
Eappen. the baby \Yoodward 
is con v i-c t e d of k i II in g. 
launched a mul t i-millio-n 
dollar law suit claiming 
damages for the death of their 
son. 

Doctors Sunil and Deborah 
Eappen. whose eight-and-a-

. half-month-old chi la died in 
\,\roodward"s care. issued writs 
against the 20-ycar-old au pair 
as she was cleared to come 
home by the Supreme Judicial 
Court in wlassachusctcs in a 
split decision yesterday. 

\Vith their huge appeal fund 
now Jwindlin� the \.Voodward
familv. from t:.lton. Cheshire. 
coulcf be plunged inio :i new 
lo�$ and costly legal battle. 

Her United States defence 
lawvers are already making 
fres·h moves to clear her name 
bv demanding documenis con
cerning the resign.ition of the 
pathologist \vho conducted the 
controversial posr-monem 
examin:ition on Nlatthew. 
over his handling of un

autopsy in an earlier case. 
The Eappens have launched 

two civil suits. 
One: is to trv to ban \Vood

ward from profiting from the 
c:1se and another claims 
damages o ver l'v1atthcw·s 
death. 

Ea p pc n f_a m i 1 }'. 1 a w ye r 
frecienc Ellis sa1u: .. The
purpose of this lawsuit is to 
ensure that Louise Wood\\'Jn.l 
does not become a millionaire 
bec;.iusc she killed an eight-
month-old b;:iby." 

-

� first picture of Louise 1/'Joodward after yesterday's 

Woodward 1s expected ro 
be told tomorrow she can ny 
home after legal hold-ups are 
removeu. 

\\ith 111lbt1un 1 :\111:!. tl il.'1L· 
I rl.' t.:Onl.'erns ..:111pl1 )\ \.!L'' I\ di 
.11111 ,o negot1.111.; h1:.:hl·1 ('.11
l..::ih 1,1 l.'OlllJ)l.'11\,lk' 

f11i: pn,\thilll'. , ,1 , 1111 rlit·1

r;1t.: r 1,1.' ,..:111 •h,· l'"1111d 
,◄ l,lf I11...'.. l',lll\l!)•• 1111 tlJ1·1 
i1l1>hlc111, 1111 1111.' "- • 1,11d· 
pri::..:-.o.:LI expuno.:rs. 
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Mo Mowlam: 
Draft letter. 

Mo backs 
soccer 
transfer 

:·EXCLUSIVE 

By Steven Beacom 

SECRETARY of State /Vlo 
/Vlowlam is set to throw her 
weight behind a 111ulti
mill1on pound bid to bring 
En�?lish Premier Lea 0ue 
football to Nonhem lre
land_ 

In a draft Government 
lener to Prime �linister Tony 
Blair and Sporrs i'vlinister 
Tony Banks. Dr i'vlowlarn 
iignals her intent to suppor1 n 
onvate sector consortium bid 
.o attract a top English club to 
a new internationul sports 
;iadium in Belfast. 

In the letter. obtained bv 
the Belfast Telegraph. the 
Secrewrv of State said the 
project· would bring new 
investment 10 Northern Ire
land and boost its image on 
the international stage. 

Dr i'v1owlarn-'5 letter also 
suggested that \.Yimbledon -
the Premier Le:igue dub 
which is still attempting to sc.:t 
un in Dublin - could be 
tempted to sv,itch its atten
tions north of the border. 

The move has infuriuted 
local football authoriries who 
believe it could kiil off the 
oamc in Norchen1 I re land. "' 

I) F11II story: back page 
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• Premiership plans to
affect Windsor iease
NORT1-IERN lrclancJ arc
likely to find themselves 
playin&. _

_ internationals away
from Windsor Park should 
the ambitious plan to brino an 
English PrcJTI1crshir siut to
ulster go aheac. . writes 
Steven 13eacom. 

TI1at's because with a \Vimblc
don stvle team will come an 
111tcrnat1onal st;trn.Jartl c;wdium 
n;l..cc.l in Bdfo:.t. 

. And 1hat could mean not onlv 
L_iverpool Jnu :Vl.inchestc'r 
L.;n1tcd plavmg Prcm1cr,h1p 
game� in ihc new !.(round. bul 
,1bo our 1111crna11onal side as 
\\CII. 

Al 1he morn...:111 J Ion!! ierm 
lease s11.tncd 111 198() lies :--Jorth
crn lrclanc.l down 1o pi,!\ mg 
home game:> at Windsor P::irk. -

The agreement be1ween 1he 
l��h FA Jnd linficld. who own \\ mc.lsor • la!>!S for a period of 98 years. 

It is a con1r:ic1 !he lnsh FA arc 
�nablc lo dc1ral1 themselves ,mm. due ln ih...: cost - but :here 1� •1 �hool ol 1houch1 ,hat l!
n
'0\:Cr�ment b.ickmg for �Ill Engl!>h side here would pui ,1 

complctelv different ,lam on 1he 
subject. • 

[1'.sh FA ge!leral secretary 
DaVJd Bowen said: •• I admit this 
part of the Un11ed Kindom 1s 
�eriously _disadva_ntaged and 
could do \VJth a nauonal stadium 
and the facili11es i l brings, but we 
d? hav� a Ions_ tenn agreement 
with Windsor Park.·· 

In a dr�tt bw,mc:,., propo�al
1he corn,0111urn state thcv would
hke to meet the IPA w11h .i view
10 the lease.

John \Vall-.er from the North
ern Ireland Devclopmcm of
Env1ronmen1 confirmcd todav:
··w� know that a group of
bu�messrncn arc tkvclopmg a
pro,ros;1l to build an inter
national stadium with the mten-
11on that an Envh:,h Premier
league side woulJ' plav m 11.

. "1rm, group has helc.f meetings
w11h government olfictals. " �

At present Wimbl...:don. who 
c.lo not have a ground of their 
�wn. arc the only Prc1111ership 
,,de which could lca�1blv .,1.:1 up 
in 13clfas1. Thev have eo11t111uallv 
m,cs111:!ated !he poss1b1li1v t>f 
rc_lrn:aung to Dublin. stl far 
w11hou1 ,ucccss. 

. st an Engllah club
David Bowen: again 

Ireland 
coming to Northern 

, 

FOOTBALL 
STEVEN BEACOM - ' 

NORTHERN lrclancJ Seen> 
wrv of State ivfo iv lnwlam is 
sec· 10 support u 111ul11-million
poun<.l bid to bnn!! En!!lish 
Premier Lea!!UC foocba0 to 
the province.· 

Bui rhe rni ... pCtl wm, 1odav' \ i1.tourouslv Of)(X)St!U h\ the I n:-.h 
Fciott->all Association ,ind FIFA. 
the 1110:-.t powerful or!!am:-.auon 
111 world fnotb;ill. 

� 

In a dr;1h !!n,crnmcnl lc111:1 . 
kakeu to the 13...:ifa,t Tdc!!raph 
:Vhiwl,1111 l!>�llc:-. her llllt:111 • 111 
111form hmli Pnmc \ lin"'1c1 
Trnl\ Blair and Spor1:-. \ li111,1cr 
Ton� Banks 111 her :-.uppo11 lnr ·1 
IHI\ all! ,ecltlr Cllll',t)I 1111111 
,lllcmpli11!! lll at1r;1..:1 ;1 l1lp 
En\!11:..h t.:luh 10 .i 11c,, ,pon, 
S(.lUlllll\ Ill Bdfa,1 

:-Vlnwl:1111 ,1a1c, 1hal lhl' 
11n11cct ,,oulu tllkr ,1grnhe;u11
1endil!> to 'hinhcrn lrel.1lld 111 
term, nf c:ap1t.1I 1m·c:..lmcn1 .1ml 
111terna1ional 1ma!!C as wi:11 ;1s 
underpinning 1ha: i1...:ace pn ice:-,. 

The lc11er :il,o mcludc, su!!!!C:-.
lum, tha1 \V1111hlcdo11 - \\ltti,e 
hid 10 ,e1 up Ill D11hli11 ha:-. ,o la1 
hl·cn th\\ ;1ncd - c:ould hl· 
:c111mcd llllll -,\\ nch1n!.! 1hc:!r 
.11te1111on:-. nnrth \ll 1hc h,11tk1 . 

'\Jot ,11rpns111!.!h the t1,olb:1II 
power, her...: ha,-..- .ic:1cd ;111gnh. 

WORLD 

The succssa • of this project is far frQ/0 cart.an There remains significant 
hurdles to be overccme, but a successfuf Cl.1come would offer significant 
t:eneflts to � lratand � te:nns of captal Investment by the pivate
�. � -impact �n its: ��ationcM i� and opi,orturJty • for
substantfaf crcsa-co�� partici()fflion. A9 such, J 'M>UJd vif!Nf the project 
as the type c;t de�pment ihat \'(e need ta-� the paaca process. 

IF A !.!Cllcral :.ecrecarv Da\·id 
Bowen - :-.aic.l: ··\Ve arc no! 
illtt:resteu in Wimhlcuon FC 
play111g 111 Bclfa ... 1 every 1llht:r 
\\CCI-.. 

·Our mandate 1:, lo rrnmnte
1 he !!amc in :-.ltinhem I rdand at 
,111 (�\:l!b ,1ml ha\'1n!! an Endi ... h 
Premier 1ea111 here ,"i.·tiuld m11 do 
1ha1. 

•• I am di-.,tpprnntt:d w11h !he
:,:(wcrn111l·n1 .1l1i1ude o,·cr 1h1s. 
\\ c ha\...: not -.pol-.i:11 lll !hem 
.ihout th1, is:,ut: ,dthou!.!h 1hcn: 
ha:, been one mcetm!! °i.,llh 1ha: 
c111rcprellcur; and 1f1ey k1111\\ 
whcr...: we :..wnd. •• 

ln:-.h FA Pn::..idc.:nt J1111 B1l\Cc 
added that a 111ot1011 pa:,:,l·d .11 :i 
recent FIFA c:011!.!rc,, in Pari, 
\\ tlllld make :..ucT1 a pn >po,al 
,·, .. :r, d1flicull !(> 1111plc111en1 

1·hc 111\>l Hlll ll Ila Ill il1Pll�I V
p:1�,..-d b� c,cry \lne 11f thl· l 1JI 
Fll7,\ ddc!!all.'� �talc:-.. ··,\ duh 
drn111c:il...:u Oil 1he (crniril\ 1ll ;111\ 
one a��tx:i.111011 -.hall ·

1101 b� 

pennittetl to plav 1n compct11io11 
on 1he 1c.:rron1v of ,lll(llht:r 
,L,:-.ociation on a rt'1.ttil r h,t,1:-.. 

··Exccp11on ... lO 1h1� rulin!! 111av
be made h\ the ti:uera1ioi1 
(FIFA) nnlv· 1f ex1raordinarv 
circum:-.cance:. (e!.! a 1ran ... -hordc"r 
g...:ograph1c rc.:gicin) ju!->lify ,uch 
an cxcepuon and onlv 11 th...: 1,,0 
a,socm1io11s ..:once rnt'd h,l\ c 
given their con�enl. .. 

Bovee ,,11<.l: .. I will be c:1lli11u
,1 full ·mcelln!.! of the I F.-\ c:ou11L"J 
�houlcJ we be approached lw the 
1.tovern111en1 011 th1:-. mailer.'' 
- i\lowlam\ drat! let1cr Ell Blair
and Bank:-. ... iate:-,: ··t am wnllm! 
w you concerning a prop\l,aL 
which I!-, he1ng dcvdor,ed 10 build 
1 new mterna11onal ,1a11dard 
,[X1rt!-, stadium in Bdfa:--1 .iml 10 
ill race a Prem1...:r Ll!a!!UI! rixllhall 
:luh .i:s the anchor 1c.:11ant. 

"Y11u \,ill .1lrc..:ath I-now ,11111...:
h111!.! of 1h1:s from I he Parliumen
an·-Ouc,uon ·:-. tabled In Ketth 
�11i1p,011 earlier 1hi!> yea,:. \\'h1ch 

a,stx:iated \Vimhlcuon FC' \\ilh 
1hc l�ropn,al. 

'"Smee then. funhcr tk\'cltlp
ill l' ll ! a I w o r k  h a ,  bel'll 
undc.:n;\kcn by a pri\ ale !-,eClor 
C(llbllrt1u111. who expect l\l he in 
a po,111011 10 linali:--e 1heir pro
po�;il over che nc.:xttl1rec w four 
weex.....·· 

The lc11c.:r C(llllinue ... : '"The 
s11cca::-:- nt 1111, prorect ,, t;1r from 
c..:na111. Thcrl· remain, ,11.tmti
c:ant hurdk, 10 he 1>vercl>llK:. hu1 
.1 ,ucrc.:�slul outcome would otter 
,i1.t111tic:in1 bcndi1:-. IO 'hinhcrn 
Ireland 111 (erm, of cap,wl lll\C:--1-
lllC�( hy 1he privare !-,CClOr. 
(Xl!-,lll\'e 11npact on 1t:, m1er-
11a11omd 1111agc and opponu11i1y 
tor ,uh:,1anual cm:-.:,-communitv 
partic1pa1ion. •• 

II !!0C:, ,m 1ha1 ,uppon would 
be r�qu1rcd from btllh the IFr\ 
,tnd Foo1ball . \:-,<x:1ation 111 E111.t
land. Support which ,ll 1he 
1110111em ,� tar from lorth
c:om,ng. 
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