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Fear of missing out on the English Premier
League’s huge television money bonanza in
2016 has propelled transfer spending beyond

£1 billion ($1.43 billion) for the first time. England’s 20
elite clubs have collectively spent more than £1 bil-
lion on new players in the season’s two transfer win-
dows, financial consultants Deloitte revealed as the
mid-season transfer deadline neared yesterday.
“We’ve seen Premier League clubs again use the
January window to invest significantly in playing tal-
ent,” said Dan Jones from Deloitte’s Sports Business
Group.

“With a day left, the total gross spending this sea-
son has already reached £1 billion for the first time.
Last January saw £45 million spent by Premier
League clubs on the final day of the transfer window
and with further spending expected over the coming
hours, Premier League gross transfer spending looks
set to comfortably exceed the £1 billion mark for the
2015-16 season.”

English top-flight clubs broke new ground by
shelling out £870 million on new talent in the 2015
close-season transfer window - a rise of four percent
on the previous record, established the previous
summer. Together they had splurged £130 million on
players prior to yesterday’s final day of trading, tip-
ping Premier League spending into 10-figure territory
and further confirming England’s status as football’s
financial powerhouse, where 17 of the world’s 30
richest clubs reside according to the latest data.

But whereas close-season spending was driven by
the leading clubs - Manchester City twice breaking
their transfer record to sign Raheem Sterling (£44 mil-
lion rising to £49 million) and Kevin De Bruyne (£55
million); Manchester United betting the house on
unheralded French teenager Anthony Martial (£36
million rising to £61.5 million) - in January it has been
a different story.

Sky and BT Sport’s blockbuster £5.14 billion
domestic TV rights deal kicks in at the start of next
season, with the sale of overseas rights - expected to
be confirmed in the coming weeks - set to swell that
figure to £8 billion for the period 2016-2019. It means
that the cost of relegation has never been higher, and
it is the clubs at the wrong end of the Premier League
table who have been opening their wallets the most
eagerly during the mid-season transfer period.

Newcastle Splash Out 
Newcastle United, third from bottom ahead of the

mid-week fixtures, have been the top spenders, part-
ing with around £29 million to sign England pair
Andros Townsend and Jonjo Shelvey and Senegal
midfielder Henri Saivet. They were also reported to
have tabled a £21 million bid for unsettled West
Bromwich Albion striker Saido Berahino. The Premier
League’s other northeast representatives,
Sunderland, have brought in five players, including a
£9 million swoop for Tunisian playmaker Wahbi
Khazri from Bordeaux.

Bournemouth broke their transfer record by pay-
ing around £10 million to Wolverhampton Wanderers
for former Arsenal youth-team striker Benik Afobe,
while Norwich City, Swansea City and Watford have
also been active. “We’ve seen some quite robust
activity from the teams at the lower end of the
Premier League and they are spending relatively
large fees on selected players,” football finance expert
Rob Wilson from Sheffield Hallam University told AFP.

“There is a pressing need to stay up this year to
receive the TV money. It’s also interesting to see some
of the top teams in the Championship (second tier)
spending, too. This is also a reaction to the revenues
on offer for promoted teams next season.” Although
surprise front-runners Leicester City have bolstered
their ranks by signing Ghana defender Daniel
Amartey and 19-year-old English winger Demarai
Gray, the big boys have largely kept their powder dry.

Arsenal, Chelsea and Liverpool have made low-key
additions, while United and City have done no busi-
ness of note. In the Premier League of 2016, it is fear
of the void, rather than the pursuit of glory, that is
driving spending to new heights.  —AFP

Focus

Premier League 

spends £1bn-plus 

in cash scramble

By Tom Williams

By Andrew Osborn

As the Kremlin clock inched towards midnight and the ice-
bound river beneath their feet melted, a group of Russians
silently stood on the bridge where Boris Nemtsov, the

Putin critic and opposition leader, was killed nearly a year ago.
“This is about remembering,” Boris Kazadayev, 73, part of the
small crowd, told Reuters. “If there is no collective memory, the
country won’t have a future.” Moments later, a snow plough
mounted the pavement forcing the crowd to the kerb. Two
trucks then reversed within inches of people’s backs and trapped
them before dumping piles of snow around them.

“Nemtsov Bridge” - activists’ nickname for the spot where the
Putin opponent was shot dead on Feb. 27 last year - has become
the scene of a cat-and-mouse struggle between the authorities
and the liberal opposition who want to honor a man some
Russians say the Kremlin would rather forget. Supporters bring
flowers for a makeshift shrine; the authorities sweep the site
clean; his supporters rebuild. It’s a sequence that has played out
repeatedly, in all weathers, for at least 300 days. “It is a model of
peaceful resistance that is unique for modern Russia,” said Olga
Shorina, a Nemtsov ally. “It has become a symbol of the fact that
there’s a desire for an alternative.”

Activists say they will continue until a plaque is erected on the
bridge to honor Nemtsov, a former deputy premier turned tena-
cious opposition leader. The authorities have refused. Some
activists also want the bridge to be renamed after him. That too
has been rejected. In a country where the Soviets airbrushed peo-
ple out of history but immortalized their heroes by burying them
at the foot of the Kremlin wall or, in Vladimir Lenin’s case placed
him in a mausoleum on Red Square, the battle is seen by some as
one for Russians’ memories that could help determine their
future.

“The authorities are doing everything they can to ensure
Russians forget about my father,” Zhanna Nemtsova, 31, told
Reuters. “Their aim is not only to control the state but also to
control people’s minds and hearts.” The nearly year-long standoff
has had an unexpected consequence: The spot where Nemtsov
was murdered has become a unique if modest rallying point for
the liberal opposition in what they say is an otherwise bleak
political landscape. Passers-by stop to look, opposition-minded
Russians gather there to exchange ideas, and the Russian flag
can sometimes be seen defiantly flying, visible from Red Square.
“It’s an island of freedom in a zombified country,” said Sasha
Chernyavsky, a 29-year-old DJ.

Opposition Star
The location, so close to the Kremlin’s terracotta walls and the

phantasmagorical onion domes of St Basil’s Cathedral, packs rare
symbolic punch. “We will not allow, in the centre of Russia, in the
very heart of Moscow, next to the Kremlin, for a bridge to be named
after a person who always supported the interests of America and
spat on the interests of Russia,” SERB, a nationalist group that van-
dalised the site at least twice, has complained. In flux due to its reg-
ular destruction, the makeshift memorial has a few constants: flow-
ers, icons, candles, written tributes and portraits.

“I don’t like being shot in the back,” reads one note, a reference
to the fact that Nemtsov was shot from behind. Each day at 23.31,
the time Nemtsov was killed, his supporters observe a minute of
silence. Nemtsov, 55, was killed as he walked home with his girl-
friend after dinner. Putin, after his murder, described him as one of
his fiercest critics. Nemtsov helped found the country’s main anti-
Kremlin movements and spoke at opposition rallies. He had
authored an excoriating report into Putin’s tenure, and shortly
before he was killed was working on a report examining the Russian
military’s role in Ukraine. Revered by his supporters as an unpreten-
tious man of the people, some Russians disliked him, associating
him with the 1990s, a period of food shortages when he was a
deputy prime minister. “What did he do for Russia?” Valentina
Arsentieva, a reader of pro-Kremlin lifenews.ru, wrote the day after
his killing. “We were eating animal feed in the 1990s while THEY
were selling Russia out to the West.”

State TV largely ignored him in recent years. But his profile in the
1990s meant he remained a household name. Within hours of his
murder, hundreds of Russians flocked to the scene to leave flowers.
The authorities downplayed his significance. Putin’s spokesman cast
Nemtsov, once spoken of as a contender to succeed Boris Yeltsin as
president, a job Putin got, as “quite an average citizen” who was no
political threat. Putin said something similar about reporter Anna
Politkovskaya after she was murdered on his birthday in 2006.

Battle of the Bridge
What looked like a campaign to erase Nemtsov’s memory soon

began. A month after his murder, activists arrived to find that the
flowers and other tributes had vanished. It is a routine that has been
repeated, by conservative estimates, at least 15 times. Some say the
real number is double that. The first clearance, before the end of the
40-day mourning period observed by Russians, caused particular
offence. “Some people told me they felt as if Boris had been killed a
second time,” said Olga Lehtonen, 38, who would later protect the
site. Since that first clearance, on March 28, around 30 unpaid volun-

teers have mounted a round-the-clock vigil. Sometimes braving
temperatures of minus 20 Celsius, some have been arrested and
assaulted. “We don’t have any other avenues to express ourselves,”
said Andrei Margulev, who spends 26 hours on the bridge a week.
He was arrested for reciting poetry there in September and fined
10,000 roubles ($130.93) by a court.

Pro-Kremlin activists have trashed the site at least twice, throw-
ing eggs, smashing tributes, and trying to urinate on the shrine. But
it is the Moscow authorities who have regularly sought to remove
clues that Nemtsov was killed there. They say they want the area to
stay clean, that the Stalin-era bridge on which amateur German
pilot Mathias Rust famously landed a small plane in 1987, is a monu-
ment of cultural importance, and that the shrine is illegal. Yuri
Ivankov, head of the city’s bridge maintenance division in a state-
ment spoke of “banal vandalism.” His office declined to comment for
this article. Putin said last year he saw no problem with people leav-
ing tributes. He promised to speak to Moscow’s mayor to ensure
people were not prevented from doing so. Activists said the clear-
ances became less frequent after Putin’s words but continued
nonetheless. When asked about a plaque for Nemtsov, Putin cited a
rule stating that 10 years must first pass. Nemtsov’s supporters say
Putin and Moscow’s mayor could easily bypass that rule as was
done for Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez who had a street named after
him. The mayor’s office did not respond to written questions about
the proposal. 

Battle for the Future
Nadezhda Prusenkova, a colleague of slain reporter Anna

Politkovskaya at the Novaya Gazeta newspaper, said the way the
Kremlin was handling the situation was “a test for the authorities
and for society”. “It is a defining moment for self-identification,” she
said. More than 21,000 people have so far signed an online petition
supporting a plaque. “Monuments have an importance not only for
the past but also for the future,” said Alexander Cherkasov, a histori-
an at human rights group Memorial. “We are choosing from a huge
number of events and people to build our futures looking back at
certain reference points.”

Ilya Yashin, an opposition politician, said that was why there was
so much official resistance to the idea of commemorating his mur-
dered friend. “Nemtsov as a symbol was and is very dangerous for
the Putin regime,” said Yashin. “But the more they destroy his memo-
rial, the brighter a symbol he will become.” Meanwhile, the investi-
gation into his murder has run into the sand with police charging a
group of Chechen men with carrying out the killing for cash. No
other motive has been suggested. —Reuters

Battle to honor Nemtsov unfolds near Kremlin

By Susan Cornwell and Megan Cassella

Anyone seeking a table at Carmine’s Italian
restaurant near Capitol Hill on a Tuesday or
Wednesday needs to battle a midweek

crush of Congress members and their staff. But
Mondays are far quieter - just like the floor of
Congress. There are usually around nine events on
a Monday, compared to as many as 30 on a mid-
week day, says Kelly Fitzgerald, Carmine’s director
of special events and catering.

The midweek crunch at Carmine’s underscores
a trend: Members of the US Congress have been
spending fewer days working in Washington since
the late 2000s, according to a Reuters review of
congressional records going back 18 years.
Lawmakers increasingly try to cram their legisla-
tive work into the middle of the week in
Washington and then rush back home. Their
absence from the capital reinforces the effects of a
deepening partisan divide in recent years that has
led to high-profile deadlocks over legislation previ-
ously seen as routine, according to some former
lawmakers and political analysts.

Under pressure to spend more time in their
home constituencies, often fund-raising for cam-
paigns, members have less time to attend debates
and mingle with other lawmakers. “In any work
setting, if you don’t know your colleagues, it
makes it much more difficult to get things done,”
said Dan Glickman, who was a Democratic House
member from Kansas for 18 years until the mid-
1990s and recalls more working days and fuller
debates than the current Congress. “...It makes it
more difficult to build relationships,” said
Glickman, who was US secretary of agriculture
after Congress. He was a member of the Bipartisan
Policy Center’s Commission on Political Reform,
which recommended in 2014 that Congress be in

session conducting legislative business for 180 to
200 days a year.

In 2015, the first year of a two-year Congress,
the House of Representatives put in 130 working
days, the Reuters review found. Compared with
the first years of recent Congresses, that number
has declined steadily since 2007, when the House
worked 153 days - the high since 1998. House
members typically meet more often in the first
year of a Congress because in the second year they
have to run for reelection. This year, an election
year, the House calendar foresees 111 working
days in Washington, in line with the total in recent
election years.

The House cancelled its entire schedule last
week after a snowstorm hit the East Coast. The
Senate’s annual working days have not risen above
156 since reaching a peak of 188 in 2009. The
decline in working days in recent years has coin-
cided with a slide in Americans’ approval rating for
the legislature as the reputation of a “do-nothing”
Congress has taken hold. Since fiscal 1997,
Congress has failed every year to enact on time all
of the government appropriations bills needed for
a full federal budget, the Congressional Research
Service said.

More recently, polarized lawmakers often have
been unable to find middle ground on pressing
issues such as immigration, tax reform and gun
safety. As of the end of 2014, about 75 percent of
major issues were in deadlock, according to a cal-
culation by Sarah Binder of the Brookings
Institution think tank.

Midweek Squeeze
To be sure, members of the House and the

Senate, who are paid $174,000 a year, do impor-
tant work outside of Washington. They meet with
constituents in their home districts and raise

campaign money by appearing and speaking at
events. Representative Ryan Zinke, a freshman
Republican and former US Navy Seal, said
Congress could use more “team-building” activi-
ties, but he has not felt the need for more days in
legislative session. Zinke is the only House mem-
ber representing the large, sparsely populated
state of Montana, and says he needs lots of travel
time just to see his constituents. “Last week I
think I put on about 2,500 miles (4,000 km) travel-
ing around Montana, and I saw about a third of
the state,” he said.

Staying in legislative session more does not
necessarily equate to getting more work done,
said Don Stewart, spokesman for Senate Majority
Leader Mitch McConnell, a Republican. “It’s a mat-
ter of what you do with the time you are here, not
just the total time you are here,” he said. The
Republican-led Congress had a relatively produc-
tive year in 2015, fixing a funding formula for
Medicare doctors, passing a highway bill and
approving fast-track authority for trade deals. In
2011 and 2013, the total number of bills passed
by Congress dipped below triple figures to 90
and 72 respectively. Last year’s Congress man-
aged to enact 113. Many bills are minor, however,
so the total number does not necessarily corre-
spond to productivity.

‘Pro-Forma’ Sessions
The recent decline in overall working days

does not tell the whole story. There has also been
a rise in so-called “pro-forma” days when lawmak-
ers go into session sometimes for just a few min-
utes or even seconds, for procedural reasons. They
are formally counted as sessions of the House and
Senate, but Reuters did not include them in its tal-
ly. Last year the House had 27 pro-forma days,
none of which lasted more than seven minutes,

the Reuters review found. In each of the last five
years the House had more pro-forma days than in
previous Congresses going back to 2002.

Those days are usually scheduled for Monday
or Friday, enabling lawmakers to fly in and out of
Washington without missing midweek votes. The
typical House member returns to their district 40
or more times a year, said Brad Fitch of
Congressional Management Foundation, a non-
profit that advises lawmakers on managing their
offices. It did a study showing that in 2013, the
average House freshman spent $53,170 of tax-
payer money on travel.

These days, fewer lawmakers move their fami-
lies to the capital to live, said John Fortier, direc-
tor of the Democracy Project at the Bipartisan
Policy Center, a Washington think tank. Paul Ryan,
the Wisconsin Republican who has been Speaker
of the House since October, sleeps on a cot in his
Washington office during the congressional
workweek and flies home to his family in
Wisconsin on the weekend.

Vin Weber, who was a Republican congress-
man from Minnesota in the 1980s and 1990s, said
that in the attempt to juggle all the demands
they face at home and in Washington, today’s
lawmakers have set themselves an impossible
schedule. “They are on planes constantly, back
and forth, all the time,” he said. “There’s no ration-
ality to it at all.”

The rising cost of election campaigns mean
lawmakers have to devote more time to fundrais-
ing outside Washington, said Glickman, now a
senior fellow at the Bipartisan Policy Center. As a
congressman, Glickman said, he often went to
the House floor just to listen to the debate. “If I
did that now, I would be guilty of malpractice,” he
said. “You need to be either in committee doing
your work or raising money.”  —Reuters

The frequent-flyer US Congress


