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In a football match

Football,
a Universal
Language

By Robert Watt
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“It reflects the changes
in TEDA. More and more
foreign companies have
come here and with
them, foreign experts
from all over the world.”

With players from 22
nations, ages spanning 5
decades and both sexes
represented, it’s a true
cross section of the

expat community.

t's a warmer afternoon on the field of

Tanggu ShiYan school. The overhead haze
glows brightly and the artificial grass looks lush
against the greys of sky and apartment blocks.
Binhai International Football Club is warming up
for this weeks match against Liu Sheng Yuan.
Watching from the sidelines are a couple of loyal
girlfriends, the team photographer and their
enthusiastic manager Zhang Yan.

[t's a regular Saturday afternoon for Yan,
who has managed the team since she founded it
nearly 3 years ago. The match, for the players, is a
pivotal part of the weekend and for Yan, another
chance to see the team she created and has
nurtured into one of the most well known clubs
inTianjin.

Yan was born in the Tianjin area and apart
from 4 years spent studying Economics in
Toronto, has always lived here. A life-long fan of
football, she says,“it's a dream come true to have
my own team”’

The club started, in May 2011, when she
was asked by some Italian colleagues to organise
a match.”In the first game;'she recalls, “we turned
up with 5 expat players and some Chinese
friends to play against a local team’ The
opposition had a football strip with their names
on and looked more professional, more
organised and more of a team. She thought ‘|
could do something like that”

At the beginning they only met when they
found a team to play against. The players
clubbed together and bought some shirts and
Yan used her own car to move people around.
“But,"said Yan."Once we had played a few games,
things quickly snowballed. Local people wanted
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to play against us!'

Before the match begins, Yan gets both
teams together for the traditional group
photograph, taken by official photographer Wu
Yan. Canadian, Polish, German, British, Japanese
as well as Chinese stand shoulder to shoulder.
There is some laughter, a lot of smiling and hand
shaking before breaking away onto the separate
halves of the field.

The match starts shakily and despite a lot of
encouraging cheers from Yan, the foreigners are
soon a goal behind. She isn't worried though.
The expats gradually settle into the game and
start to threaten the oppositions goal. Two
certain chances are missed before her
confidence is confirmed by the equalizer. Yan is
screaming on the sideline in celebration, then
adds the scorers names into her book. “l keep
records of who plays and who scores” she
explains. “Later we all vote for'man of the match’
At the end of the season we have awards for
golden boot, best new player and the most
times winner of man of the match. It provides a
bit of competition within the team and voting for
MOM makes us reflect on our performances.”

The half time whistle blows and the players
wander off the pitch. It's another busy time for
Yan who is full of congratulations and
encouragement for her players, as well as the
odd joke at some mistakes. She has organised
the bottled water. Cups of coffee and hot
Chocolate arrive from the nearby McDonalds.

Everyone on the team plays at least half the
match. It means significant team changes for the
second half. Helder, who Yan has appointed
captain, is responsible for balancing the ability of
players. He explains the strategy using a small
white board and marker pen. There is a buzz of
excitement and enthusiasm, the atmosphere is
relaxed, but everyone is taking the game
seriously.

The second half starts like the first with the
conceding of an early goal. It's a problem with all
the changes “We have grown to 19 players this
season”says Yan. "It reflects the changes in TEDA.
More and more foreign companies have come
here and with them, foreign experts from all over
the world! With players from 22 nations, ages
spanning 5 decades and both sexes represented,
it's a true cross section of the expat community.
But, the secret of its success, Yan believes, is in her
management approach. “Although we are not a
professional team, | organise it in a professional
way. We have a name, a slogan, sponsorship and
a strip. We also have a constitution that everyone
has to sign, regular team meetings, team
building activities and of course, awards at the

end of the season. | believe these things are
important because, while we are only playing for
fun, we also want to win. To do that you have to
take a professional approach to the game. We
have to be a team”

lts certainly well organised. It has all the
trappings and appearances of a premier league
match. “At the beginning’, she says.’l had to
spend a lot of time finding teams to play against.
But now we are well known and | get phone calls
from teams asking to play us.

Part of their notoriety comes from the
publicity. Yan started by putting up posters in the
major places of TEDA. Then they had articles in
the Jinwan newspaper, Morning Post and Tianjin
Daily. Last season they appeared on local TV and
in the China Daily. “We are very well known
throughout Tianjin and the Binhai area;"says Yan.
“The team members and myself often get
recognised because of the publicity and because
of the huge number of people that we've played
against”

Another indication of how far Yan has taken

the team is their sponsorship by Etola whose
name and logo emblazons their blue football
strip. Henri, the CEO in China, says “Yan is so
enthusiastic and  positive, she has built
something that's an important contribution to
local relations”

The game has progressed into the final
fifteen minutes. To the jubilation of Yan, her team
are now a goal ahead. The match is evenly
balanced and some of the players are clearly
tired. It's the point in the game where passions
and frustrations can lead to errors, careless
tackles and irritability. But there is never any
serious trouble in the games. The constitution,
that everyone has signed, makes it clear what
behaviour is expected. Their fair play helps make
the team popular to compete against.

Another measure of their popularity is the
help they are offered. The photographer
voluntarily attends every match and team social
event, host teams often refuse payment for the
playing field and restaurants host free dinners. As
Yan says, “The local people are very generous
towards us”

When the final whistle blows, Binhai
International has won by 2 goals. It's a victory
against a generally younger, faster and more
skilful opposition. Helder reflects “It's a team
game and we won because we played as a
team!

The players walk off the pitch. Yan is waiting
with a large pack of cold beers. There is some
post match analysis, but mostly, the talk is of
celebrations later that night.

Her management style clearly produces
results. You can see the respect the players have
for her and for what she does for the club. They
are a close team where gender and nationality
are unimportant. As Yan says “We all come
together for one common interest. We all speak
one language: Football”
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