VERONICA CHAN -
THE FOOTBALL PRESIDENT AS
«A VERY STRONG LADY »

KEVIN TALLEC MARSTON

arely visible behind the reflection of
B her 1970s aviator sunglasses, a small lady

from Hong Kong melts inconspicuously
into the background of a photo which portrays
otherwise powerful sporting leaders who were
celebrating an important institutional event. As
the last stop after a trip to China, FIFA President
Joao Havelange was the guest of honour at the
unveiling of the inauguration plaque for the
new headquarters of the Hong Kong Football
Association (HKFA)'. The real focus of his trip
in August 1979, Havelange had travelled to Asia
on an important mission in hope of resolving
the « Chinese question » between the Peoples’
Republic of China (PRC) in Beijing and the
Republic of China (ROC) in Taiwan?. In the photo
and to the right of the Brazilian was Henry Fok
(President of the HKFA and a strong advocate
for bringing Beijing into FIFA), Arnaldo Augusto
de Oliveira Sales (President of the Hong Kong
Olympic Committee), and Lo Chi-chung
(Chairman of the HKFA). With Havelange, all
four figures were already long-standing sports
leaders and were continuing in positions of
elected leadership both nationally and inter-
nationally. But it is the second row of partially
hidden faces that reveals some surprises in
sports leadership that would otherwise pass

unnoticed. This paper focuses on one face in
particular.

The only woman in a sea of footballing men,
Veronica Chiu-Chan stands behind the quartet
of aforementioned politically inclined leaders.
As the 1979 photo of Chan illustrates, it requires
an effort to see beyond the obvious first row.
Women in sports leadership positions were not
omnipresent in what was a largely gendered
space, even if there had been various exam-
ples going back to the first half of the twentieth
century?. The history of women’s involvement
in sports leadership roles is a burgeoning field
and «women were not absent from this ‘manly’
world»*. However, history often focuses on the
most visible figures; in other words, those in the
front row of historical pictures or the principal
signatories on archival correspondence. Most
such figures have been male. Yet as directors,
secretary generals, or translators, women did
manage sports organisations, some at the high-
est levels. The role of administrators such as
the IOC’s Monique Berlioux - a contemporary
of Veronica Chan - reveals the real influence
of women on sport®. Almost invisible behind
Havelange is another key administrator,
Helmut Késer, FIFA General Secretary, in his
last few months before being dismissed. These
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Figure 1 Inauguration of the Hong Kong Football Association (HKFA) new headquarters, September 19798,

photos reveal that administrators are often rele-
gated - women and men - to less conspicuous
roles than their politically elected superiors,
or at the least, there can be tension between
the illuminated elected few versus the admini-
strative shadows. In addition, as we will see with
the case of Veronica Chan as a Le Goffian sujet
globalisant, the world of Asian football offers
an intriguing perspective into women and
leadership?.

Using this 1979 photograph as a biographi-
cal prism, this paper discusses leadership in
Asian football during this period, particularly in
three key areas where those exercising authority
have been active: organisational, commercial,
and political®. Despite being almost invisible
in the second row, the story of Veronica Chan
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illustrates how leaders navigate these three
environments, specifically from the periphery
to central positions of responsibility and power.
Just like this photograph which demonstrates
some of the most important figures in 1979,
Veronica Chan - already elected president of
several organisations - is striving for a role at
the forefront of sporting leadership. The image
is asnapshot of one female leader en mouvement
seeking a career in the front row of a future
photograph.

President Veronica Chan was anything
but a second-level leader and her career
spanned the three organisational, commer-
cial, and political domains. Born in
August 1923, Yiu-kam Chan (P& E:Z)
was the middle daughter in a large family from
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the Fujian province on the south-eastern coast
of China opposite the island of Taiwan®. After
the Xinhai Revolution of 1911 and the creation
of the first Republic of China, Veronica’s grand-
father Chan Mong-tsang, a former Qing dynasty
Imperial officer, had moved to Hong Kong.
During Chan’syouth, the family acquired signifi-
cant residential property and became part of
the Hong Kong socio-economic elite with all
three daughters maintaining this status'. Chan
had grown up with a strong interest in foot-
ball, a sport which developed significantly from
the 1920s to the 1950s; Hong Kong footballers
even comprised the majority of the 1936 Chinese
Olympic team™. In an interview, Chan explained
that her passion for the game stemmed from her
youth, «Iliked to play football with my brothers » and
later grew: «Iloved women’s football and I recruited
the women’s players in Hong Kong and more than
100 women players enrolled. »? Indeed, under her
initiative in June 1965, the Hong Kong Ladies
Football Association (HKLFA) was born and early
photographs of the teams and the association
show Chan sitting proudly in the centre of the
front row of a group of fifty women members®.
This is precisely the place she continued to aim
for during the subsequent decades.
Herleadership career began on the women’s
side but would soon expand to men’s football.
Within a few years Chan was running men’s
clubs in the newly transformed Hong Kong
professional football league. The HKFA removed
the amateur requirement in the 1968-1969
season making it the first professional league
in Asia*™. Chan’s work propelled her into the
largely male world of Asian football, yet she
was anything but intimidated. In the second
professional season, the «grim-faced» Yuen Long
club boss —also described as an « energetic soccer
convenor» by the Hong Kong press - contested a
referee decision in front of the national federa-
tion’s management committee; Chairman Chan
won on appeal'. By the 1974 season, Chan was
elected to at least five different HKFA commit-

tees including the Management, Selection,
Disciplinary, Referees, and Professional
Footballers Committees'. Having taken over
Caroline Hill FC, she proceeded to sign the best
South African player at the time, Lukas Moripe,
and in 1977 she posed for photographers along-
side her latest star signing, national legend
Kwok Ka-ming".

Not satisfied with the leadership roles in the
men’s game, she revived an international organi-
sation for women’s football - the Asian Ladies
Football Confederation (ALFC) - of which she
had been a founder in 1968. Chan chaired a body
with members from all across Southeast Asia
including members of various ruling royal fami-
lies and heads of state. Rubbing shoulders with
the elite did not intimidate Chan and by 1975 she
had organised the first-ever regional tourna-
ment for the women’s game with teams coming
from as far away as Australia and New Zealand™®.
The Hong Kong-based event was the first of
multiple ALFC events organised by Chan over
the next decade, which laid the foundations for
what she hoped would become an official world
championship for women. She exercised her
organisational skills in managing the Asian tour-
nament four more times between 1977 and 1983
while launching the World Women’s Invitational
Football Tournament (WWIFT) hosted in Taiwan
in 1978 and 1981. From Pepsi-branded airport
welcome signs for the 1975 ALFC tournament
to Puma advertising in the 1981 WWIFT event
programme, the archives reveal how her hand
was omnipresent in arranging commercial
contracts, signing sponsorship and advertising
deals, and even selling TV rights™. Yet Chan’s
leadership extended beyond the administra-
tively focused organisational and commercial
domains.

As aleader, Chan aimed for the top of the
pyramid, something which required politi-
cal savvy. However, it was in this domain
that Chan faced challenges. Initially, the
ALFC benefitted from the close links with the
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male-focused Asian Football Confederation
(AFC). At the time Chan organised the first
women’s tournament in 1975, several married
couples were members of the boards of both
organisations, as shown on their respective
letterheads. The links included the sitting AFC
President, Tunku Abdul Rahman - married
to ALFC founder and honorary life-president
Tun Sharifah Rodziah - as well as ALFC Vice
President, Datin Teoh Chye Hin, whose husband
was none other than Dato’ Teoh Chye Hin (and
Tunku Abdul Rahman’s number two as the AFC
General Secretary)?°. This was the regional
context in which Chan wrote to FIFA outlining
her ambitions following the close of the inau-
gural 1975 event. Via the General Secretary,
Charles Pereira, Chan’s ALFC requested the
governing body’s «blessing, approval and recogni-
tion of the proposed formation of the World’s controlling
body for women’s soccer» — named the Female
Internationale de Football Federation (FIFF) —
and solicited FIFA’s support in publicising a
«World Cup for Ladies to be held in Hong Kong »'.
But ALFC had no such intimate family links with
FIFA and global politics soon superseded mari-
tal connections. Indeed, Chan’s global dreams
quickly clashed with different modes of bureau-
cratic governance and diplomatic alignments
which became unfavourable.

When Chan’s ALFC was founded in 1968 and
revived in 1974, its Chinese affiliate member
was from the Republic of China -the nationalist
Kuomintang-led KMT on the island of Taiwan,
not the Communist-led People’s Republic
organisation based in Beijing. While she was
pushing for the development of women’s
football, the same Taiwan regime which had
supported her efforts was ejected from the
AFC in a shrewd statutory manipulation at its
6™ Congress, which voted to admit the Beijing-
based Football Association from the People’s
Republic of China (FAPRC) as the sole legitimate
Chinese federation?2. The situation ultimately
cost AFC President Abdul Rahman his position
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in 1976 and within a year General Secretary
Dato’ Teoh had also resigned. Thus ended the
close links Chan and the ALFC had with their
male AFC counterpart. As such, this « Chinese
question » grew to be a thorn in Chan’s side over
the next few years because her ALFC had no
footballing links to mainland China and only
liaised with the same federation that had been
expelled from Asian men’s football. Indeed, the
Republic of China Football Association (ROCFA)
in Taipei actively supported the ALFC at the turn
of the 1980s, providing board members, hosting
and winning the 1977 continental ALFC tour-
nament (retaining its championship crown in
the 1980 and 1981 editions), and hosting the 1978
and 1981 WWIFT events. Video archive evidence
of the competition in Taipei shows how Chan
led the visiting team delegations in 1977 to the
national mausoleum, where they all honoured
the memory of ROC leader Chiang Kai-shek?3.
Moreover, Veronica Chan’s ALFC board included
two ROC generals (General Cheng Wei Yuan and
General Wang To-Nien), both high-ranking ROC
military and political officers, who were named
Honorary Life Presidents « for services rendered
tothe ALFC»24.

Returning to the 1979 photograph,
front and centre is Henry Fok, the HKFA
President, who is standing next to Havelange.
Despite being just a metre or two away from
Veronica Chan, Fok’s diplomatic sensitivi-
ties placed him on the opposite side of the
Chinese cross-strait politics from his fellow
HKFA elected official. In fact, when the photo
was taken, Fok had just returned from main-
land China after accompanying Havelange on
a negotiation trip to meet with the FAPRC in
order to convince them to return to FIFA after
decades of absence. Havelange had been play-
ing football geopolitics and Fok was credited
as having « done all that was humanly possible
in order to find a positive solution »25. This put
Fok - a strong supporter of relations with
Beijing - clearly on the PRC side of the Chinese
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question, while Chan had cultivated overt
links with the ROC in her role as President of
the ALFC and main driver for women'’s foot-
ball in the region. So just ten days before this
photo captured the inauguration of the new
HKFA headquarters - which should have been
a uniting moment for all HKFA officials - it
also hides the reality of the Chinese conflict
within international football.

Yet Veronica Chan was a consummate poli-
tician who was able to astutely navigate the
next few years. For example, she worked to
minimise the overt politicisation of women’s
football by requesting that the ROCFA team
play not with their national team name as
the Republic of China but rather as Mulan,
the symbolic Chinese heroine?¢. Chan also
manoeuvred the ALFC back into a relation-
ship with the AFC resulting in a merger in 1984
and giving her the chair of the newly created
AFC women’s committee, as well as getting
herself elected to the HKFA executive board
to fill a seat left by her husband?’. Her diplo-
matic work eventually helped contribute to
the return of the ROCFA -now Chinese Taipei
FA-tothe AFCin1989. Under her supervision,
that year’s regional Asian women’s tourna-
ment (now under the AFC) saw the first ever
sports meeting between mainland China and
Taiwan - two countries which did not yet have
full diplomatic relations. Indeed, a full three
years before the «1992 Accord », a simple meet-
ing of women’s athletes became the first time

the «two Chinas » had competed face to face in
international sport®8. For the first time, and on
neutral Hong Kong soil, the federations from
Beijing and Taiwan faced off twice (once in
the opening match and again in the final)?°.

To conclude, let us return to the 1979 photo-
graph and the proximity of the less visible Chan
to the more conspicuous front row leaders of
Havelange and Fok. As we have seen, their
presidential careers ran almost in parallel. As
astute political leaders aiming for the top, they
may have been on opposite sides of the China
question but, as in the 1979 photo, they always
maintained eye contact with any potential
adversaries throughout their careers. At the
1989 AFC women’s tournament, the programme
opened with two official welcome messages. The
first was from Fok followed by Chan’s on the
next page, who rejoiced that for the first time
«the two coasts national teams will participate in the
tournament in Hong Kong»*°. During her several
decade career as a sporting cheffe, Veronica
Chan navigated the organisational, commercial,
and political domains while rising within the
leadership hierarchy. As a recognition, she was
awarded an MBE by the United Kingdom in 1993
becoming only the second Hong Kong citizen to
receive such an award for services to football
and the first ever from the women’s game3'. Her
presidential acumen is certainly what earned
her reputation, probably best described in 1983
by AFC General Secretary Peter Velappan: « She
is a very stronglady... »*2
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