
AFTER YEARS OF DECLINE 
THAT BELIE THEIR RICH 

HERITAGE AND HISTORY IN 
ASIAN FOOTBALL, HONG 

KONG’S DOMESTIC SCENE 
AND REPRESENTATIVE 

SIDE ARE ON THE ROAD TO 
RECOVERY WITH CHANGE 

SWEEPING THROUGH 
THE SPORT. 
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provide the foundation for a raft of changes 
across the whole spectrum of football.

While former Scottish Rugby Union chief 
executive Gordon McKie was brought in 
as the new chief executive to oversee the 
new changes, the relationship did not pan 
out and Sutcliffe himself was subsequently 

offered the role to begin implementing his own 
recommendations.

“There were 33 recommendations in Project 
Phoenix, and really most of them were about 

One of the 12 founding 
members of the Asian 
Football Confederation 
and the host of the 
inaugural AFC Asian Cup 
in 1956, Hong Kong has a 
rich heritage and history in 
the continental game. But 

despite the presence of a football federation 
that this year officially celebrated its centennial, 
making it one of the oldest in Asia, the last two 
decades have seen such a decline, that far-
reaching changes in the Special Administrative 
Region have been needed to haul the game 
back from a downward spiral.

Placed in FIFA’s top 100 sides as recently 
as 1996, Hong Kong’s ranking has plummeted 
steadily downwards and they now sit below 
Vietnam, Singapore and Malaysia at 164th as 
of September’s rankings. 

The domestic game, too, has in the main 
dwindled since its heyday in the 1970s and 
1980s when heated derbies were well attended 
and popular, with local teams now struggling to 
attract both supporters and sponsors. 

Attendances and club finances have fallen 
significantly with local interest switching to 
televised games from Europe and with it 
sponsors and potential stars of the game, 
both foreign and domestic, moving to other 
fields.

But with the appointment of Brian Leung 
as Hong Kong Football Association Chairman 

in 2007, a move to bring in both internal and 
external aid began.

“When I took over the role of Hong Kong 
Association Chairman in 2007, I felt we 
definitely needed a lot of change. I saw Hong 
Kong football was going down the drain and 
I felt I needed to try and do something to halt 
this slide,” says Leung, who successfully 
petitioned the Hong Kong Legislative Council 
to pass a bill that would bring in consultants 
for an in-depth study on how to save Hong 
Kong football.

In 2009, a consultancy group were chosen 
to take on the project and write a football 
development strategy led by Englishman 
Mark Sutcliffe. 

The nine month project looked at every 

Above Hong 
Kong’ South China 
participated in the 2014 
AFC Champions League 
play-offs.
 
Left Hong Kong’s 
Kitchee in the 2014 
AFC Cup.

Below Hong Kong 
Football Association 
Chairman Brian 
Leung (left) with AFC 
President Shaikh 
Salman Bin Ebrahim 
Al Khalifa (right) and 
FIFA President Sepp 
Blatter. 

aspect of football in Hong Kong and resulted 
in a strategic plan called “Dare to Dream” that 
identified both areas of potential and areas of 
weakness that needed to be improved.

And with the recommendation from “Dare 
to Dream” that the Hong Kong Football 
Association work together with the government 
on producing a strategic plan, Project Phoenix 
was born. 

A three-year strategy starting from 
November 2011, Project Phoenix would 
predominantly seek to overhaul and 
significantly improve the infrastructure of the 
Hong Kong Football Association and thereby 
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Hong Kong Football Association founded
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Hong Kong’s FIFA ranking in September
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Recommendations under Project Phoenix

laying foundations because transformation 
of a sport is a long process. It’s really a 
10-15 year project before you see the full 
results,” says Sutcliffe, who began his new 
role in September 2012. 

“The first step was in improving the 
governance and management of the 
Football Association itself. Due to the lack 
of funding in the Football Association, 
there were just 20-30 people in our office 
who were struggling. So, through Project 
Phoenix, we levered in HK$60 million over 
three years. And this was mainly used for 
headcount – we have more than doubled 
the staff to 60-70 employees.

“We brought in a completely new, 
comprehensive technical department now 
with a head coach, technical director, and 
academy coach, and they have team of 
assistant coaches working for them. 

“We have a grassroots football manager, 
futsal manager, coach education manager, 
women’s football manager – none of these 
posts were in place prior to Project Phoenix.” 

As well as infrastructure reforms at the 
Hong Kong Football Association, changes to 
the club systems was brought in to lay the 
grounds for the Hong Kong Premier League, 
a re-working of a league that is one of Asia’s 
oldest, able to trace its history back to 1908.
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In an effort to introduce higher degrees 
of professionalism, standards, and financial 
accountability and governance amongst 
the club sides, a licence – modelled on 
AFC Champions League standards – was 
introduced for all Hong Kong sides wishing to 
take part in the new division that features a new 
title sponsor and free-to-air TV broadcast deal.

“We’re confident the new league system 
and licences will improve the quality of play on 
the pitch, not with an immediate impact, but 
in the long-term. Particularly in the criteria of 
the clubs regarding youth development,” says 
Sutcliffe.

“The big change for us, though, is the 
regulation on governance and transparency of 
finances and the quality of the management 
and infrastructures of the clubs – that will help 
move them to the next level.

“Hopefully it will convince the fans, media 
and sponsors that Hong Kong football is 
cleaning up.”

With the Football Association now raised to 
modern standards and the Hong Kong Premier 
League having kicked off its inaugural season 
in September, the initial funding and Project 
Phoenix will come to an end in October. 

The next step is a five-year player 
development plan called “Aiming Higher 
Together” which seeks to introduce a 
systematic and co-ordinated approach to 
football development involving 18 key targets. 

“I also learnt a lot from the UAE team 
that we played against in the AFC Asian 
Cup qualifiers last year, their passing game, 
mobility and dynamism in the middle – 
especially from the player Omar Abdulrahman 
– made a big impression on me and they 
could be a good model for us, too.”

Although the new curriculum, which will 
cover all aspects of football from grassroots 
to elite level and includes modules on men’s 
and boy’s, women’s and girls’ football, futsal 
and coach education, is not anticipated 
until next year, progress is already tangible 
amongst the next generation after Hong Kong 
took part in the AFC U-16 Championship for 
the first time in September. 

“I went to see our U-15 side play our U-17 
team recently and it was so encouraging. 
Everyone wanted the ball, everyone passed 
the ball - such a difference from when I 
played here in 2000,” adds Kim.

“Our future is very positive. In five to 
10 years’ time, we hope to see a top 120 
ranking, a competitive and attractive league, 
our clubs in the AFC Champions League 
and all age groups qualifying for every AFC 
tournament.

“It’s a big hope, but why not? With our 
new infrastructure, youth development and 
football curriculum coming in next year, it is 
an exciting time to be involved with Hong 
Kong football.”

One of these is the creation of a Hong 
Kong Football Curriculum that includes 
emphasis on producing a ‘Hong Kong style’ 
that can help the representative side become 
more competitive in Asia

Chief among those charged with 
developing the new playing system is Hong 
Kong head coach Kim Pan-gon, a Korean 
national with a long history of involvement in 
Hong Kong football having been both a player 
and coach in the city since 2000, with spells 
at Instant-Dict, Hong Kong Rangers and 
South China as well as representative team 
coach from 2009-2010.

“We had to take a look at other similar 
countries to see the style they play and 
whether we could modify it suit us,” explains 
Kim, who returned to the Hong Kong senior 
team helm in November 2012 and has been 
Academy Head Coach since 2011.

“Our players cannot play a physical style 
because we are not especially big or strong, 
but we are agile. We are not tough, but smart. 
We can’t use power, but we can use the ball. 
These elements concluded that we should 
play a technical style similar to the likes of 
Spain, Mexico or Chile.

2014
Hong Kong made their debut at the AFC U-16 
Championship

What part has the HKFA played in the 
growth of football in Hong Kong?
 
Once we had the infrastructure at the 
Hong Kong Football Association in place, 
the next step we focused specifically on 
was youth development. We have brought 
in an academy director and coaches and 
established league systems for all age-
groups in Hong Kong. Players from eight-
years-old up to 20-years-old all have regular 
competitive leagues and systems in place. 
And with our improved infrastructure we are 
now able to take advantage of many more 
programs implemented by both the AFC and 
FIFA to help with youth development as well 
as being in the process of working with the 
government on a new HK$1Billion training 
centre at Tseung Kwan O.

What is the next step for football in 
Hong Kong?

We have a lot of potential in our youth 
teams; I can see that the U-14 and U-16 
representative teams are getting a lot better 
over the last few years. My goal will be for 
the team to rank among the top 100 teams 
in the next five years. For the Hong Kong 
Premier League, I hope we can attract more 
fans, more TV coverage and more sponsors. 
I hope that this will help raise the standards 
of the teams so that they can compete 
regularly in the AFC Champions League and 
that our players will become sought after 
from overseas clubs in Asia including China, 
Japan and Korea Republic. In the future, say 
in 10 years’ time or so, we want to send a 
team to compete in mainland China’s league 
system. Although we’d have to work our way 
up from say China League Two upwards, it 
would be a newly-formed team so as not to 
affect our own league. 
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Left Hong Kong 
participated in the 2014 AFC 
U-16 Championship. 

Above U-16 coach 
Xavi Bravo

Right 
Chief Executive 
Mark Sutcliffe


