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Executive Summary 

This report examines an episode of serious collective disorder that occurred during 
the UEFA Europa League fixture between Aston Villa FC and BSC Young Boys at Villa 
Park on 27 November 2025. The incident led to a temporary suspension of play, 
assaults on police officers, multiple arrests, and a custodial sentence for one visiting 
supporter. The scale and intensity of the disorder were not anticipated and occurred 
despite proportionate pre-event planning and facilitative policing. 

The report addresses how such serious disorder emerged in a context where there 
was no intelligence indicating planned violence, no history of rivalry between the clubs, 
and where pre-match activity was orderly and cooperative. Drawing on a multi-source 
observational methodology, the report reconstructs events across four phases: 
planning and international coordination; pre-match activity; in-stadium events during 
the match; and post-match dispersal. 

The findings demonstrate that the incident cannot be explained by reference to intent, 
predisposition, or failures of control alone. Instead, escalation is shown to have been 
situationally generated, arising through identity-based interactional dynamics shaped 
by legitimacy, power, and cultural misrecognition.  

A central finding is that existing international policing protocols prioritised intelligence 
about supporter categorisation while failing to transfer culturally relevant knowledge 
about supporter norms, leadership structures, and established mechanisms of 
regulation. As a result, policing decisions during the match were made in an 
informationally constrained environment in which culturally legitimate actions were 
more likely to be interpreted as non-compliance or threat. 

The most serious disorder occurred following a breakdown in mediation rather than at 
the point of initial misconduct. A culturally legitimate attempt to regulate supporter 
behaviour - communication between the team captain and a recognised Ultra leader - 
was misinterpreted by police as an unlawful pitch incursion. The arrest of this 
intermediary undermined internal regulation, reframed police action as illegitimate in 
the eyes of supporters and precipitated a rapid transition from contained disorder to 
collective confrontation. 

The report emphasises that criminal acts did occur and that nothing in the analysis 
excuses or legitimises them. However, it also demonstrates that the most serious 
consequences - including injuries, arrests, and imprisonment - were the outcome of 
interactional failures rather than premeditated violence. The central conclusion is that 
risk in the policing of visiting Ultras is interactional, not dispositional. 

Effective policing of international football fixtures therefore requires a shift from static 
risk categorisation toward interactional risk management informed by legitimacy, 
identity, and power dynamics, as articulated within the Elaborated Social Identity 
Model (ESIM). International police cooperation should move beyond intelligence about 
numbers and “risk fans” to include systematic exchange of cultural and organisational 
knowledge, and existing engagement-based capacities - within both policing and club 
structures - need to be recognised, communicated, and integrated into operational 
decision-making if similar incidents are to be avoided. 
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Introduction 

During the UEFA Europa League fixture between Aston Villa FC and BSC Young 
Boys, on November 27, 2025, an episode of serious collective violence and disorder 
occurred inside Villa Park stadium. The incident unfolded during the match itself, led 
to a temporary halt in play, and required the deployment of significant police resources 
within the stadium. Multiple police officers were assaulted, several visiting supporters 
were arrested, and at least one individual subsequently received a custodial sentence 
of two months’ imprisonment. Beyond the immediate harms, the incident damaged the 
reputations of the clubs involved, the visiting supporters, and the policing operation 
responsible for the event, also reflected in an extensive media coverage in 
Switzerland. 

Crucially this level of disorder was neither anticipated nor expected among any of the 
stakeholders including the fans involved. The fixture had been assessed in advance 
as a medium-risk match, with no history of rivalry between the two clubs and no 
intelligence indicating a likelihood of serious confrontation inside the stadium. The 
previous experiences of fans and club representatives with English police forces were 
rated very positively and no tensions were expected in this regard either. Extensive 
planning had taken place, visiting supporters were accompanied by a large and 
experienced club safety and fan-support delegation, and the policing approach was 
proportionate and facilitative. Yet despite these preparations, a rapid escalation 
occurred during the match, culminating in collective violence between police and 
visiting supporters, many of whom identify as members of the clubs ‘Ultra’ fan 
movement. 

The scale, intensity, and consequences of this incident raise an important explanatory 
question: how did such a serious confrontation emerge in a context where no party 
appears to have intended disorder, and where existing risk assessments and planning 
frameworks did not anticipate this outcome? Addressing this question is the central 
purpose of this report. 

This incident did not occur in isolation. In the period surrounding this fixture, there were 
several other high-profile disturbances in the United Kingdom involving visiting so-
called ‘Ultra’ groups at football matches in England and Scotland. While differing in 
detail, anecdotal evidence suggests these incidents display a striking similarity in form: 
they emerged situationally, escalated rapidly, and involved interactional breakdowns 
between police and organised supporter groups rather than pre-planned disorder. 
Taken together, they point toward a broader challenge facing UK policing in the 
context of European competition. 

More broadly still, these events must be understood against the backdrop of the 
contemporary European Ultras movement. Ultras are a transnational fan phenomenon 
characterised by strong collective identities, internal organisation, and a commitment 
to intense but largely non-violent forms of support. While not homogeneous and 
sometimes containing smaller factions more oriented toward confrontation, Ultras are 
normatively defined by proactive support rather than violence. Across Europe, 
however, incidents involving Ultra groups have repeatedly demonstrated that disorder 
is often likely to emerge not from intent but from situational misinterpretation, disrupted 
communication, and failures of engagement between authorities and supporters. 
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As European football is now highly internationalised, policing operations are 
increasingly required to manage mobile supporter groups whose identities, norms, and 
internal governance structures may be unfamiliar to host authorities. At present, 
mechanisms for international police cooperation and information exchange remain 
uneven, often focused on criminal intelligence and risk categorisation rather than on 
the transmission of culturally and interactionally relevant knowledge. This report 
argues that such gaps are not merely procedural but have direct consequences for 
how situations are interpreted and managed on the ground. 

The purpose of this report is therefore threefold. First, it provides a detailed, evidence-
based reconstruction of the events surrounding the Aston Villa v BSC Young Boys 
fixture, with particular attention to the interactional dynamics through which the 
confrontation developed. Second, it examines the planning and coordination 
processes underpinning the operation, including the role of international police 
cooperation and the integration of visiting club safety and fan-support structures. Third, 
it identifies lessons for the policing of Ultra groups in European competition, with a 
view to improving future practice and reducing the risk of situationally generated 
disorder. 

By grounding its analysis in detailed observational data, this report seeks to move 
beyond simplistic explanations that attribute blame to fans or operational failure alone. 
Instead, it aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how serious disorder 
can emerge situationally rather than form dispositional factors, and how policing 
strategies might better account for the social identities, cultural norms, and 
interactional sensitivities that shape collective behaviour in contemporary European 
football. 

Data, Method, and Analytical Approach 

This report is based on an intensive, multi-source observational study of the policing 
operation surrounding the UEFA Europa League fixture between Aston Villa FC and 
BSC Young Boys. The research forms part of The Impacts of Legislation and Policing 
on Football Crowd Violence: A Longitudinal cross National Comparative Study, a 
Swiss National Science Foundation-funded collaboration between Open University 
(UK) and the University of Bern (Switzerland), involving researchers from both 
institutions. The analysis draws on a combination of direct observation, 
contemporaneous field notes, structured debrief discussions, interview material, and 
video data. Together, these sources allow for a detailed reconstruction of events and 
a close examination of the interactional dynamics through which the incident unfolded. 

Data sources 

The primary data for this report comprise: 

• Direct observations conducted by a multidisciplinary UK and Swiss research 
team embedded within the policing and safety operation across all phases of 
the event, including pre-match planning, the day of the fixture, the match itself, 
and post-match dispersal. 
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• Detailed field notes produced independently by multiple observers, allowing 
for cross-validation of timings, actions, and interactions from different vantage 
points. 

• Structured debrief discussions held shortly after the event, in which 
observers collectively reviewed and compared their observations, clarified 
sequencing, and identified points of convergence and divergence across 
accounts. 

• Interview material conducted before, during and after the event, with key 
stakeholders including visiting club safety personnel, UK / Swiss Police and fan-
support representatives, providing insight into expectations, perceptions, and 
established practices. 

• Video evidence, including broadcast footage and supporter-recorded material, 
used to verify precise timings of key incidents during the match and to 
corroborate observational accounts of critical interactions. 

No single data source is treated as definitive. Instead, the analysis proceeds through 
systematic triangulation, with weight given to points where multiple independent 
sources converge. 

Analytical focus 

The report adopts a process-oriented analytical approach. Rather than treating the 
incident as a static outcome or attributing causality to isolated decisions or actors, the 
analysis focuses on how events unfolded over time and how interactions between 
different parties shaped subsequent developments. 

In practical terms, this means that the report prioritises: 

• Chronological reconstruction of events across four phases: planning and 
international coordination; pre-match activity on the day of the fixture; the match 
period; and post-match dispersal. 

• Interactional sequencing, identifying how specific actions, interpretations, 
and responses created conditions for either de-escalation or escalation. 

• Role recognition and misrecognition, particularly in relation to how fans, 
intermediaries, and police understood one another’s actions and authority. 

• Situational context, including spatial arrangements, crowd density, identity-
based symbolic actions, and the cumulative effects of earlier interactions. 

This approach allows the analysis to remain grounded in observable behaviour while 
still addressing the broader institutional and organisational conditions that shaped 
decision-making. 

Analytical restraint and evidential discipline 

A central principle guiding this report is analytical restraint. The data sources include 
both descriptive observations and participants’ interpretations of events. For the 
purposes of this report, these are treated separately. 

• Observational and video data are used to establish what happened, where, 
and when. 
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• Perceptions and interpretations are reported explicitly as such and are not 
treated as factual claims unless corroborated by independent evidence. 

• Explanatory analysis is introduced only after the empirical sequence has 
been established, and it is anchored in demonstrable interactional patterns 
rather than inferred motives or intentions. 

This discipline is particularly important given the seriousness of the incident and the 
potential reputational consequences for those involved. The aim is not to adjudicate 
fault but to understand process. 

Scope and limitations 

The report focuses on a single case, examined in depth. While reference is made to 
other incidents involving visiting Ultra groups in the UK, these are used solely to situate 
the case within a wider pattern rather than to support generalisation through 
comparison. The analysis does not seek to: 

• Evaluate individual culpability, 
• Reconstruct legal proceedings, 
• Or assess operational compliance with specific policy frameworks. 

Instead, it aims to generate practice-relevant insight into how serious disorder can 
emerge situationally in international football contexts, and how planning, coordination, 
and engagement practices might be improved to reduce such risks in future. 

Analysis 

Planning, Risk Assessment, and International Coordination 

Understanding how the in-stadium confrontation emerged requires close attention to 
the planning and coordination arrangements that preceded the fixture. As this section 
demonstrates, key features of the planning phase shaped the informational 
environment and protocols of international police cooperation within which operational 
decisions were later made during the match. 

Pre-event risk assessment and expectations 

The fixture between Aston Villa FC and BSC Young Boys was assessed in advance 
by West Midlands Police as a medium-risk match. There was no history of rivalry 
between the two clubs, no intelligence indicating planned disorder, and no expectation 
of serious confrontation either inside or outside the stadium. Consistent with this 
assessment, planning attention focused primarily on the pre- and post-match 
movement of visiting supporters – particularly transport and dispersal – rather than on 
in-stadium dynamics. 

Among both visiting club officials and policing partners, there was a shared 
expectation that the event would proceed without major incident. At the same time, as 
with many European teams with a significant Ultra fan base, the anticipated presence 
of approximately 400 Ultras contributed to the classification of the fixture and to the 
mobilisation of a public order operation involving eight serials (just short of two Police 
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Support Units (PSU)). Demand management was further shaped by the requirement 
for West Midlands Police to resource a separate anticipated event elsewhere in the 
city, with public order resources therefore earmarked as a contingency should disorder 
arise. 

These expectations were nevertheless informed by experience from previous 
international fixtures involving BSC Young Boys in the UK, where tensions had tended 
to emerge primarily around entry procedures or travel logistics, rather than during the 
match itself. 

International police cooperation arrangements 

International police coordination around football fixtures in Europe has developed 
significantly over the past two decades. Central to this development has been the 
emergence of an EU-level framework, supported through a dedicated policy think tank, 
which has established a structured system of cooperation between national police 
forces. Within this framework, National Football Information Points (NFIPs) play a 
central role in coordinating intelligence exchange and overseeing arrangements for 
the management of travelling supporter groups. 

A core element of this system is a now well-established protocol whereby host police 
forces invite visiting police delegations to attend international fixtures. These 
delegations are intended to support host operations by providing contextual 
knowledge about visiting supporters. In practice, such delegations have traditionally 
been composed primarily of spotters: officers whose principal task is to observe, 
identify, and classify supporters who are understood to pose a potential threat to public 
order. Spotters operate primarily as an intelligence resource, contributing to risk 
assessment and identification processes rather than to engagement or mediation with 
supporters. 

While this model has become institutionalised across Europe, it is increasingly 
recognised that a purely spotting-based approach offers limited capacity to manage 
the situational and interactional dynamics through which disorder often emerges. In 
response, a small number of police forces have begun to develop complementary, 
evidence-based approaches informed by the Elaborated Social Identity Model (ESIM). 
These approaches retain a spotting capacity but add a dialogue function, designed to 
facilitate communication, translate cultural norms, and support proportionate, 
legitimacy-based decision-making during crowd events. 

Such approaches remain relatively rare. Stockholm Police have operated a dialogue-
based model for several years, and Bern Canton Police have, over the past three 
years, trialled and adopted a similar ESIM-informed approach. Central to the Bern 
model is the Contact Officer, whose role is explicitly relational. Contact Officers 
engage directly with organised supporter groups, possess detailed knowledge of 
supporter identities, hierarchies, and norms, and are tasked with advising operational 
commanders on how police actions are likely to be interpreted from within the crowd. 
In the case of the Aston Villa-BSC Young Boys fixture, efforts were made to encourage 
the deployment of a Contact Officer as part of the visiting delegation. While the precise 
decision-making process is not fully understood ultimately, however, a Contact Officer 
was not deployed. 
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As part of international coordination, Bern Canton Police instead deployed three 
spotters to support the policing operation. As noted above, spotters are primarily 
tasked with observation and intelligence gathering and do not generally hold a 
mandate for direct engagement or mediation with supporters. The spotters employed 
by the Bern Cantonal Police have a somewhat broader remit, which also includes 
assessing fan behaviour and providing support for the head of the policing operation 
in resolving any issues that may arise on site. However, findings from previous 
research projects show that organised fans often refuse to engage with the spotters 
and perceive them as a threat, as they see the spotters primarily in terms of their 
repressive role and their task of deanonymisation. The distance this creates between 
the spotters and the fans often proves challenging in practice and can lead to 
difficulties in police obtaining relevant information and intelligence. 

The absence of a Contact Officer therefore meant that a resource for potential 
mediation and culturally informed and relational intelligence was not available. The 
evidence suggests this had important implications for how supporter behaviour was 
interpreted during the match, particularly at moments where established norms and 
intermediary roles within the Ultra group became salient.1 

International coordination, pre-event briefing, and informational gaps 

The limitations of international coordination in this case were observable most clearly 
in the pre-event briefing involving West Midlands Police dialogue and operational 
football officers, the visiting Bern Canton Police spotters, and other relevant personnel. 
This briefing provides a critical window into the kinds of information that were 
prioritised, and those that were absent, in shaping operational expectations for the 
day. 

The briefing focused primarily on conventional public order considerations: the number 
of visiting supporters, previous incidents involving BSC Young Boys fans in 
international competition, anticipated movement routes, and the identification of 
individuals or sub-groups understood to pose a potential public order risk. Within this 
frame, the presence of a sizeable Ultra contingent was noted, and the deployment of 
public order resources was justified accordingly. 

What was notably absent, however, was any sustained attention to the internal 
organisation, hierarchies, norms, and sensitivities of the Ultra groups expected to 
attend. There was no discussion of recognised intermediary roles (such as the capo 
or other influential fans), no articulation of how authority and influence are exercised 
within the group, and no reflection on how certain actions – by players, stewards, or 
police – might be interpreted within that cultural context. Nor was there discussion of 
historical evidence indicating that prior confrontations involving BSC Young Boys 
supporters had tended to arise situationally, often following misinterpretation or 
disrupted communication, rather than from premeditated intent. 

 
1 It is important to note that data from our earlier research indicates that the Contact officers are also 
being underutilised within Switzerland which is, according to our analysis, undermining their 
effectiveness more generally.  
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Alongside this, the briefing did not engage with the visiting club’s safety and fan-
support infrastructure. BSC Young Boys travelled with a substantial and experienced 
delegation, including a Head of Safety and Security, a Supporter Liaison Officer, fan 
social workers, and trained fan escorts. These actors possessed detailed knowledge 
of supporter culture, internal governance, and established de-escalation practices, 
and were expected to play an active role in managing supporter behaviour. Yet there 
is no evidence that their presence, roles, or potential contribution were highlighted 
during the police briefing, or that they were framed as resources to be integrated into 
decision-making during moments of tension. As later sections of this report 
demonstrate, these actors were in fact central to managing the fan march and were 
positioned immediately adjacent to the point at which violence later developed. 

At this stage, the report cannot definitively establish why such information was absent 
from the briefing. However, the data support two plausible and mutually reinforcing 
explanations. 

First, the absence reflects the structure of existing international coordination protocols, 
which continue to centre on the deployment of spotters. Spotters are primarily tasked 
with identification, categorisation, and information gathering in support of enforcement 
activity, including arrest, banning, and prosecution. Their role is therefore oriented 
toward repression and control rather than engagement. Within this framework, 
culturally embedded knowledge about supporter identities, norms, and mediation 
practices is not typically treated as operationally salient. Moreover, spotters lack 
legitimacy with Ultra groups, who often view them with suspicion or hostility. This 
constrains both their access to meaningful information and their capacity to function 
as trusted intermediaries. However, whilst this is the general situation, it should be 
noted that Bern Cantonal Police have sought to address this limitation as highlighted 
above. 

Second, the data suggest limitations in experience and role specialisation. The visiting 
spotters were not full-time specialists embedded within Ultra contexts, nor were they 
trained or mandated to translate cultural or interactional insights for host commanders. 
As a result, even where relevant knowledge may have existed, there was no clear role 
expectation or skill set oriented toward articulating it within the briefing environment. 

These issues are particularly salient given that football policing in England and Wales 
is itself undergoing a period of transition. The traditional spotter model is increasingly 
being supplemented – or replaced – by Operational Football Officers, whose remit 
places greater emphasis on engagement, relationship-building, and the management 
of interactional dynamics rather than on identification and enforcement alone. In this 
respect, the international coordination protocol applied in this fixture lagged behind 
emerging domestic practice, relying on a model of information exchange that was less 
well aligned with contemporary understandings of how crowd dynamics develop and 
escalate. 

This misalignment is further underscored by interview data with the Silver Commander 
responsible for the overall operational and tactical direction of the policing operation. 
When asked directly where he perceived the principal risks associated with the fixture 
to lie, his response was unequivocal: “the unknown.” This framing indicates that 
operational concern was driven less by specific intelligence about planned disorder 
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than by uncertainty regarding how BSC Young Boys supporters might behave, and 
how situations might develop in real time. 

Paradoxically, this heightened concern with uncertainty increased the importance of 
precisely the kind of culturally and interactionally informed knowledge that was absent 
from the planning and briefing process. Rather than reducing uncertainty, the 
prevailing international protocol - focused on spotting and categorisation - left key 
questions unanswered about supporter identities, internal governance, and likely 
responses to particular forms of intervention. As a result, decision-making during the 
match was shaped by a perceived lack of predictability at the very moment when more 
nuanced, context-sensitive insight might have enabled alternative interpretations of 
emerging situations. 

Taken together, the pre-event briefing and wider planning arrangements illustrate how 
preparation for the fixture privileged a risk-categorisation and logistical management 
logic, while under-specifying the identity-based, cultural, and interactional dynamics 
most relevant to managing Ultra groups in situ. This was not an absence of 
preparation, but a form of preparation in which culturally informed, dialogue-based 
resources - present both within Bern Canton Police and the visiting club’s safety and 
fan-support structure - were not embedded within the host policing framework. 

Consequently, planning assumptions emphasised transport, dispersal, and general 
risk management, while interactional and identity-based risks remained under-
articulated. These gaps did not in themselves cause disorder, but they shaped how 
emerging situations were interpreted once the match was underway. The implications 
of these arrangements become clearer when examining the sequence of interactions 
during the match itself, to which the report now turns. 

Phase 1: Pre-match Activity on the Day of the Fixture 

Phase 1 covers the period from the arrival of visiting supporters in Birmingham city 
centre of the day of the match through to their entry into the stadium. Observations 
during this phase are significant because they provide insight into supporter behaviour, 
police-fan interaction, and the operational environment in which expectations about 
risk and order were formed. 

Arrival and early congregation in the city centre 

The bulk of visiting BSC Young Boys supporters arrived in Birmingham during the early 
afternoon and congregated at pre-arranged locations in the city centre. These meeting 
points had been communicated in advance and were known to both visiting club 
representatives and police. The composition of the group was dominated by organised 
Ultra factions, whose arrival patterns and modes of dress were consistent with 
established Ultra practices observed across European fixtures. From the outset, 
supporter behaviour during this phase was calm, organised, and highly structured. 
Ultras gathered in clearly defined sub-groups reflecting internal factional organisation, 
socialised in pubs, and moved through the city in a coordinated manner. No Aston 
Villa supporters were observed in proximity, and there was no evidence of intergroup 
tension or confrontation. Police presence in the city centre was visible but limited, with 
officers in standard uniform and engagement-oriented roles positioned nearby rather 
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than directly embedded within supporter groups. There were no containment tactics, 
cordons, or coercive interventions. The overall atmosphere was relaxed, and order 
was maintained primarily through supporter self-regulation and internal leadership. 

Police presence and early engagement 

During this early phase, police officers and visiting Bern Canton Police spotters were 
observed in relatively proximity to organised supporter groups, including inside and 
around pubs in the city centre. In one instance, a West Midlands Police Dedicated 
Football Officer (DFO) invited a Bern Canton Police spotter to accompany him into a 
pub as part of routine British football policing practice, where officers may move 
through licensed premises to assess supporter demeanour and mood and, where 
appropriate, develop informal engagement. However, this practice contrasts sharply 
with established approaches in Switzerland, where relations between police and Ultras 
are more polarised and spotters typically maintain distance from supporters. There is 
no evidence that this difference in policing culture was recognised at the time. Had it 
been understood, it is likely that the invitation would not have been extended and that 
alternative forms of engagement - or non-engagement - would have been considered. 
Following their visits to pubs housing Ultra fans, several experienced West Midlands 
Police DFOs commented how little engagement there was from the Young Boys Ultras, 
even in comparison with other European Ultra groups they had policed. 

Interview data with supporters corroborate the significance of this moment. Several 
supporters described the presence of the spotter as anger-inducing, with one Ultra 
supporter explicitly stating that he might have considered throwing beer at the spotter 
if he had been present in the pub at that time - an action that would almost certainly 
have prompted a police response from West Midlands Police. In the event, no such 
action occurred, and no supporter engaged either with the DFO or the spotter. The 
intended opportunity for informal engagement therefore failed to materialise, not 
because of overt hostility, but because the configuration of police presence was itself 
culturally misaligned.  

These observations reinforce the broader point that, within Ultra contexts, direct police 
engagement with supporters is not typically the appropriate first point of contact. 
Primary and legitimate channels of communication are instead the Supporter Liaison 
Officer (SLO) and fan social workers, who possess trust-based relationships and 
cultural legitimacy. Engagement routed through these actors is far less likely to 
provoke defensive or hostile reactions. The data further suggest that the presence of 
a Contact Officer - whose role is known to be tolerated by Ultras and whose mandate 
is explicitly relational - may have facilitated this understanding and helped avoid the 
unintended provocation associated with the spotter’s proximity. In the absence of such 
a role, police-supporter interaction during this phase remained minimal, observational, 
and functionally distant. 

In practice, order during this period was maintained not through police engagement, 
but through internal Ultra governance and the active intervention of the visiting club’s 
safety and fan-support team. The episode illustrates how well-intentioned engagement 
strategies can misfire in the absence of cultural understanding, and how seemingly 
minor interactional missteps can carry escalation potential even in otherwise calm 
environments. 
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The fan walk 

In the mid-afternoon, visiting supporters formed up for the organised fan walk to the 
railway station. Fan walks are a normative and highly symbolic expression of Ultra 
identity, central to collective self-presentation and group cohesion. They are typically 
highly ordered, choreographed events, structured around internal hierarchies. More 
influential factions occupy the front of the march, led by a capo and supported by 
deputies, while banners, chanting, and collective movement express both unity and 
status. 

In this case, the fan walk was accompanied closely by the visiting club’s safety and 
fan-support team, including fan social workers and trained escorts with established 
legitimacy and direct access to Ultra leadership. These actors played an active role in 
managing pace, positioning, and communication within the group. West Midlands 
Police were aware of the fan walk and had planned to facilitate it. Police officers and 
PSU units were visible along the route and at the front of the march but maintained a 
facilitative rather than coercive posture. The walk proceeded in an orderly manner. 
Supporters gave way to traffic when required, complied with instructions, and 
maintained collective discipline. Chanting was loud and expressive but non-
aggressive, and no supporters were masked. At several points, spatial constraints 
created by parked police vehicles and urban infrastructure produced temporary 
bottlenecks. These moments carried potential risk, given the importance of 
uninterrupted collective movement to Ultra identity. However, in each instance, 
supporter leaders and visiting club staff intervened effectively, and supporters reacted 
with humour rather than hostility. No police intervention was required. 

Two moments during this phase are of relevance. 

The first occurred when the fan walk past the hotel where the Aston Villa team coach 
was parked. The coach was surrounded briefly by Ultras, interactions took place, and 
the vehicle was covered with stickers - an established Ultra practice intended as a 
symbolic assertion of presence and identity in visiting cities. While such actions can 
be interpreted by authorities as provocative (indeed the technically constitute a crime 
of criminal damage), they are normatively understood within Ultra culture as 
expressive rather than confrontational or criminal. On this occasion, resolution of the 
situation was self-regulated by supporter leaders and visiting club staff, and no police 
intervention occurred. 

The second moment occurred at New Street Station, where the fan walk transitioned 
onto regular commuter rail services. This phase involved a transfer of operational 
responsibility from West Midlands Police to the British Transport Police (BTP). BTP 
officers had not been involved in the earlier briefings and were therefore confronted 
with a large, highly organised Ultra group without prior contextual information about its 
structure, leadership, or expectations. 

Confusion arose regarding platform allocation and train capacity, creating uncertainty 
at a point where uninterrupted collective movement was particularly important to 
supporters. This situation carried clear escalation potential. However, an officer 
accompanying the research team intervened to assist with coordination and 
communication, and visiting club staff worked closely with supporter leaders to 
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manage expectations. As a result, supporters split across two trains, accepted delays, 
and remained calm and cooperative throughout. 

Movement from the station to the stadium and entry procedures 

The movement of visiting supporters from the city centre to Villa Park represented a 
further critical stage in Phase 1. The fan walk itself had been the subject of prior 
negotiation. Visiting supporters had expressed a preference to walk collectively from 
the city centre to the stadium, consistent with Ultra norms around uninterrupted 
collective movement and identity expression. West Midlands Police were unable to 
facilitate this request due to the timing of the fixture during evening rush hour, which 
would have caused significant traffic disruption and raised wider public safety 
concerns. The agreed compromise was therefore to facilitate a collective fan walk from 
the city centre to the railway station, followed by onward travel to the stadium by train. 

In the absence of dedicated transport, supporters were required to use regular 
commuter services. These services were already busy, and the volume of supporters 
meant that the group had to split across two trains departing approximately twenty 
minutes apart. While this arrangement conflicted with the Ultras’ preference for 
collective movement, it was accepted in practice. Observations indicate that this split 
did not generate overt disorder, although it did produce visible discomfort and anxiety 
among some commuters, several of whom appeared uncertain about the presence of 
a large, organised supporter group. 

Upon arrival at Witton Station, the first cohort - comprised largely of core Ultra 
leadership and influential factions - moved into the designated route toward the 
stadium as directed by police. However, shortly thereafter they stopped and refused 
to proceed further, remaining stationary until the second cohort arrived on the following 
train, which was delayed by approximately 25-30 minutes. This decision reflected a 
clear preference to reconstitute the group before continuing, consistent with Ultra 
norms around unity, hierarchy, and collective presence. 

Once the second cohort arrived, the group reformed and proceeded toward the 
stadium without incident. However, further interactional challenges emerged during 
the entry process. At the ‘soft ticket check’ area, the fans had to wait and were held 
back by stewards and police officers. One female police officer was standing face to 
face with the leading Ultras at the front. Other police officers were also barely an arm's 
length away from the fans, holding them back. The relevant fans started joking about 
the police in Swiss German. The head of safety of BSC YB reacted and asked the 
DFO to move the police officers slightly further back to avoid tensions. The DFO 
reacted immediately and pulled the police officers back slightly, which stopped these 
interactions. After a short pause, the police and stewards moved away and let the fans 
pass. However, the rear section of the crowd was again held back by stewards to 
manage flow, prevent pressure on turnstiles, and divert ticketless supporters. The front 
section, already through the initial checks, again refused to move forward and 
remained stationary - this time on the main road outside the stadium, in proximity to 
Aston Villa supporters. 

This second refusal to move heightened police concern. From an operational 
standpoint, the situation presented increasing risk due to crowd density, proximity to 
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home fans, and the obstruction of a main thoroughfare. From the supporters’ 
perspective, however, the behaviour reflected a consistent commitment to collective 
integrity and an unwillingness to fragment the group during a sensitive transition point. 
As before, the absence of culturally informed mediation meant that this mismatch in 
interpretation was not resolved quickly. 

Eventually, following liaison between the Young Boys Head of Safety and Security and 
the DFOs present, stewards allowed the remaining supporters through and the group 
reconstituted, and entry proceeded. During this phase, officials from BSC YB, the fan 
social workers as well as Ultra leadership themselves appeared to play an active role 
in managing queues and encouraging compliance with steward instructions. Entry into 
the stadium was completed without major incident. 

One further issue arose when a drum and a megaphone were discovered inside the 
stadium, having been brought in by Ultras despite restrictions. Subsequent frustration 
was expressed by visiting club intermediaries after they were accused of facilitating 
this breach, which they denied. The incident did not result in immediate disorder but 
contributed to tension between BSC YB staff and stadium authorities. 

Summary of Phase 1 

Across the entirety of the pre-match period, order was maintained despite a series of 
moments that carried clear escalation potential. There is no evidence of premeditated 
disorder, heightened hostility, or confrontational intent among visiting supporters. 
Behaviour was consistently organised, cooperative, and responsive to internal 
regulation by recognised Ultra leadership and visiting club support staff. 

Equally, there is no indication that police anticipated serious disorder to emerge during 
the match itself. Where minor tensions arose, these were resolved through 
communication, adjustment of positioning, and facilitative policing rather than coercive 
intervention. In this sense, Phase 1 establishes a context in which order was actively 
produced through a combination of supporter self-regulation, sophisticated club-based 
mediation, and proportionate policing. 

At the same time, Phase 1 reveals a series of interactional moments where escalation 
risk was present but did not materialise. In each case, these risks stemmed not from 
intent to disorder, but from mismatches between Ultra norms - particularly around 
collective movement, unity, and internal hierarchy - and authority interpretations of 
compliance and risk. Where cultural understanding was absent and intermediary roles 
were not activated, police uncertainty increased and behaviour was more readily 
interpreted through a control-oriented lens. 

While these dynamics did not generate disorder during the pre-match phase, they 
exposed where underlying vulnerabilities resided. In particular, the absence of clearly 
established and mutually understood protocols governing interaction between police, 
visiting club officials, and highly effective forms of Ultra self-regulation meant that 
these relationships were never tested, clarified, or consolidated during Phase 1. 

Order was maintained primarily because there was no operational trigger requiring 
police intervention, allowing club intermediaries and Ultra leadership to regulate 
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behaviour without challenge. However, this also meant that opportunities to develop 
shared understanding, trust, and coordination across policing and non-policing actors 
were not realised. Had such protocols been in place - and had interactional roles been 
rehearsed or validated during Phase 1 - greater adaptive capacity may have existed 
once conditions changed during the match itself. In this sense, Phase 1 did not simply 
set the context for Phase 2 but revealed structural and relational gaps that became 
consequential when the interactional environment later shifted. 

Phase 2: In-Stadium Events During the Match 

Phase 2 covers the period from kick-off to full time and includes the episode of serious 
collective violence that led to arrests and the temporary disruption of the match. 
Understanding this sequence requires attention not only to the observable events, but 
also to the contrasting cultural norms governing supporter behaviour, authority 
presence, and player-fan interaction. 

The BSC Young Boys supporters were positioned in the lower tier, in proximity to the 
pitch. In Swiss football contexts, it is normative for Ultra groups to exercise strong 
internal social control over defined areas of the stadium. Club officials and police have 
limited access to these spaces, and the visible presence of authority figures can itself 
be experienced as provocative. Ultras also normatively reject being filmed or 
photographed and commonly respond negatively to such activity. In addition, the 
throwing of light missiles - such as empty plastic cups - is a relatively common 
expression of displeasure in Swiss stadiums, particularly in Ultra sections. For this 
reason, all standing areas and away fan sections in the Swiss Super League are fitted 
with light fabric netting designed to prevent objects reaching the pitch. Events suggest 
these contextual features were either absent or insufficiently understood in this setting. 

Early match period and initial missile throwing 

The match kicked off at 17:45. During the opening phase, around 1,100 BSC Young 
Boys supporters were vocally active and highly visible. Stewards were positioned in 
front of the away section, but there was no police line directly in front of supporters at 
this stage. According to video evidence, at 13 minutes 55 seconds, Aston Villa player 
Tielemans took a corner kick in front of the visiting supporters’ section. During this 
moment, the first instance of observed missile throwing occurred. The objects thrown 
were limited in number and consisted of lightweight items. The incident was brief, 
relatively minor in scale, and play continued uninterrupted. At 14 minutes 24 seconds, 
Tielemans took a second consecutive corner from the same position. On this occasion, 
missile throwing intensified. The volume of objects increased, and stewards were 
observed collecting items from the pitch area following the corner. This represented 
the first clear escalation in supporter behaviour during the match. 

While such behaviour would be considered unacceptable and criminal in the UK 
context, it is important to note that, from the supporters’ perspective, these actions are 
common within Swiss domestic football culture, despite being prohibited by the Swiss 
Football League and its respective clubs. By contrast, for players and officials 
operating within the UK context, the behaviour was experienced as illegitimate and 
threatening. This contrast in normative expectations seem to have shaped subsequent 
interactions.  
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During this period, a further interaction occurred involving a pitch-side photographer 
positioned directly in front of the away section. A recognised supporter figure from the 
ultras approached the photographer and gestured for him to redirect his camera away 
from the fans and toward the pitch. This interaction was assertive but brief and did not 
prompt intervention by stewards or police. The figure then returned to the front of the 
supporter section. Within the Ultra cultural context, resistance to being photographed 
is normative; however, this sensitivity was not formally recognised within the policing 
operation. 

First goal and Police deployment 

Following the intensified missile throwing during the second corner the situation 
stabilised. Supporter chanting resumed, and no further missile throwing of comparable 
intensity was observed for a short period.  

At 26 minutes 10 seconds, Aston Villa player Malen scored the opening goal. 
Immediately after scoring, he moved to celebrate directly in front of the YB supporters’ 
section rather than toward home supporters. Their response would suggest this action 
was interpreted by Ultras as insulting and illegitimate, particularly considering the 
earlier missile throwing incidents. A substantially more intense volley of missiles 
followed. Objects thrown included plastic cups and a plastic beer container. One object 
struck Malen on the head, causing a superficial cut, and several other Aston Villa 
players were also hit. Stewards collected multiple items from the pitch. Despite the 
seriousness of this incident, the situation de-escalated relatively quickly. A few minutes 
afterwards, police officers in standard uniform were deployed to stand in front of the 
away section. Their role appeared to be one of visible containment rather than active 
intervention. No arrests were made, and officers were not equipped with NATO 
helmets or shields.   

Our observations suggest that the deployment of police officers in front of the away 
section led to discomfort and anger among the away supporters. Several fans 
appeared to signal to the police officers that they should move away from the area in 
front of the away fans. Police remained in position, while visiting club representatives, 
fan social workers, and recognised supporter figures were observed engaging with 
fans. Play resumed without the referee taking any formal action against Malen for his 
celebration in front of the Young Boys fans, and supporter behaviour returned to a 
more settled state. It was unclear to any of the observers why officers then remained 
positioned in such proximity to the Ultra section for an extended period, given that 
police presence itself can be experienced as provocative in this cultural context and 
the behaviour had already subsided. 

Intervening period and the second goal 

Between the first and second goals, the match proceeded without further incident. 
Supporter chanting continued intermittently, police remained positioned in front of the 
section, and no arrests or further missile throwing were observed. However, instances 
of what appeared to be negative verbal interactions between individual fans and 
individual police officers were observed during this time. The away fan social workers 
and the Head of Safety and Security of BSC YB were also present at the front of the 
stand. Video footage shows influential Ultras sending one of the involved fans to the 
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back to the back of the away fan stand in what appeared to be an attempt to de-
escalate the situation. West Midlands police officers reported that an officer was spat 
at by a Young Boys fan during this period. At 41 minutes 20 seconds, Malen scored a 
second goal for Aston Villa. He again moved toward the away section to celebrate, 
although at greater distance than following the first goal. Missile throwing resumed 
following this celebration, and tensions escalated rapidly. 

Referee intervention and escalation 

In response to the renewed disorder, the referee intervened and instructed the BSC 
Young Boys captain, Loris Benito, to engage with his supporters. This reflects an 
established protocol within Swiss and wider European football contexts, where highly 
organised supporter groups are recognised as having identifiable leadership 
structures. Within this framework, the captain communicates with a designated Ultra 
leader - typically the capo - who holds a mandate to regulate supporter behaviour. In 
this instance, the relevant influential fan from within the Ultras moved toward the front 
of the section in response to Benito’s actions. Field observations and video evidence 
indicate that Benito waved the influential fan toward him, signalling an intention to 
communicate.  

From the supporters’ perspective, this interaction was legitimate, normative, and 
oriented toward de-escalation. Similar interventions have occurred in Switzerland on 
multiple occasions historically, and an interaction between this fan and Loris Benito 
had been observed as recently as one month prior. However, this cultural norm was 
not understood by West Midlands Police. As the influential fan approached the pitch, 
police in the cordon interpreted the action as an attempt to enter the field of play - an 
act that is illegal in the UK context and where such fan-player interaction never occurs. 
Officers moved rapidly toward the front of the section. Within seconds, police 
surrounded the influential fan. According to video footage, almost immediately 
thereafter, another supporter made physical contact with one of the police officers by 
pulling him backwards by the shoulder. Police reacted, other supporters joined in and 
the situation escalated. Police then pulled the influential fan to the ground to arrest 
him, and the brief but intense episode of collective violence followed. Punches and 
kicks were exchanged between supporters and police, and additional objects, 
including seat shells, were thrown toward officers. Items were thrown from the wider 
away supporter group. According to post event interviews, the arrest of this influential 
fan constituted a highly illegitimate intervention that infringed upon his recognised and 
normative leadership role among the supporters.  

Arrests and containment 

Two supporters were arrested during this sequence. During and after the arrests, 
some supporters covered their faces and removed banners from the front of the 
section. At the same time, visiting club officials, fan social workers, and other 
supporters were observed attempting to calm the situation and prevent further 
escalation. Sometime afterwards, helmeted police units equipped with shields were 
subsequently deployed inside the stadium and formed a line in front of the away 
section. Following this deployment, no further violent confrontation occurred. Chanting 
ceased for a prolonged period, and the atmosphere remained tense but contained until 
half-time. There were no further incidents of note during the second half and the Young 
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Boys fans commenced singing and chanting in the 60th minute, following a period of 
silence which was interpreted as a protest in relation to the earlier police intervention. 

Summary of Phase 2 

Phase 2 is characterised by a rapid transition from contained disorder to serious 
collective confrontation. While early incidents of missile throwing generated concern, 
these were episodic and followed by periods of de-escalation. The most serious 
violence did not occur at these initial points but emerged later in the first half following 
a sequence of interactional developments involving contrasting cultural norms, player 
behaviour, sustained police proximity, and a critical breakdown in attempted 
mediation. 

Escalation occurred at a moment when an established and legitimate form of supporter 
regulation - communication between the team captain and supporter leadership - was 
misrecognised by police as an unlawful pitch incursion. The resulting intervention 
against a recognised intermediary transformed a situation oriented toward de-
escalation into one of confrontation. Understanding how this normative and 
interactional misalignment unfolded is central to the analysis developed in the sections 
that follow. 

Phase 3: Post-Match Dispersal and Escort 

Phase 3 covers the period from the final whistle through to the dispersal of visiting 
supporters from the stadium area and their onward travel. By this stage, the immediate 
risk of in-stadium disorder had dissipated. Nevertheless, policing responses were 
shaped by the preceding escalation, and the operational approach adopted reflects 
how earlier events continued to frame perceptions of risk. 

As supporters exited the away section, they were contained within a police cordon on 
the street immediately outside Villa Park. Police officers, including officers with dogs, 
were deployed in proximity, and supporters were instructed to remain within the 
cordon. Observations indicate that the containment was not fully impermeable, with 
some supporters filtering through at various points, although the criteria governing this 
were not always apparent. 

Despite the visible show of force, supporter behaviour during this phase was calm and 
compliant. The group was largely quiet, movement was slow and orderly, and there 
were no attempts to challenge police instructions.  

Once movement commenced, visiting supporters were escorted as a group toward 
Witton Station under close police supervision. The escort involved a dense police 
presence on all sides, including PSU units positioned immediately adjacent to 
supporters. From an operational perspective, this reflected a decision to maintain 
control following the earlier in-stadium incidents. However, the escort itself generated 
several practical difficulties. 

Challenges emerged when the planned route to the station - through which fans 
become naturally segregated - was obstructed by a vehicle at its entry point. An 
unescorted group would likely have navigated around this obstruction without difficulty. 
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Instead, the escort diverted the supporters onto an alternative route that passed 
directly in front of a main Aston Villa pub. While no confrontation occurred - there had 
been no tension between supporter groups throughout the day - this diversion carried 
clear escalation potential had circumstances been different. 

Second, at several points, police lines became uneven, leaving individual officers 
isolated within the supporter group. While these moments did not result in 
confrontation - supporters remained compliant throughout - they increased officer 
exposure rather than reducing it. Moreover, the escort did not fully prevent supporters 
from moving independently, and organised fans would likely have made their own way 
without difficulty had they not been escorted. 

Upon arrival at Witton Station, the police cordon was gradually relaxed. Supporters 
entered the station in an orderly manner and boarded trains without incident. Once 
most supporters had entered the station, officers withdrew from close escort positions. 
No further incidents were recorded during dispersal or onward travel. 

Summary of Phase 3 

Phase 3 was characterised by a highly controlling policing approach implemented after 
the immediate risk of disorder had already dissipated. Given the serious incidents that 
occurred during the match, it is understandable that police decision-making remained 
influenced by a heightened perception of risk. However, the dispersal phase illustrates 
how this approach reflected a limited appreciation of the interactional, cultural, and 
situational factors that had driven the earlier confrontation. Supporter behaviour during 
dispersal was calm, compliant, and non-confrontational. There was no tension 
between supporter groups, and no indication that an escort was necessary to prevent 
disorder. In terms of cultural understanding, it is of note that Young Boys fan social 
workers described a lack of consistent information concerning the situation with the 
influential fan who was arrested. Whilst it did not lead to an escalation in this situation, 
such is the importance attached to influential fans being arrested that similar instances 
in Switzerland have seen large numbers of fans refuse to leave the stadium until such 
time as the fan was released. In practice, the attempt to corral and contain supporters 
was only partially effective, exposed officers to unnecessary risk, and introduced new 
operational challenges without delivering clear public order benefits. 

Analysis: Interaction, Identity, and Situational Escalation 

The events at the Aston Villa–BSC Young Boys fixture cannot be adequately explained 
by reference to intent, predisposition, or simple failures of control. Across all phases 
of the event, there is no evidence that any party - supporters, visiting club officials or 
police - entered the fixture with the expectation or intention of engaging in violent 
disorder. Pre-event risk assessments anticipated challenges primarily around logistics 
and movement rather than in-stadium confrontation. Phase 1 observations 
demonstrate that visiting supporters were organised, cooperative, and responsive to 
internal regulation, and that order was maintained through a combination of supporter 
self-governance, club-based mediation, and facilitative policing. Even during Phase 2, 
early incidents of missile throwing were episodic and followed by periods of de-
escalation. 
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The escalation to collective violence must therefore be understood as situationally 
generated, emerging through a sequence of interactional developments shaped by 
identity, cultural norms, and misrecognition. In particular, the data highlight the 
limitations of risk frameworks that prioritise the categorisation of “risk fans” while 
under-specifying the identity-based dynamics through which order and disorder are 
actively produced. 

Central to this process is the nature of Ultra groups as internally differentiated, norm-
governed collectives rather than homogeneous or uniformly violent crowds. Ultra 
behaviour is structured by factional hierarchies, leadership roles, and shared norms 
oriented toward collective identity expression, choreography, and visibility. While small 
elements within such groups may be more confrontation-oriented, behavioural 
outcomes depend critically on which norms and actors are empowered in each 
situation. Throughout Phase 1 and the early part of Phase 2, recognised 
intermediaries - including the capo, influential fans, fan social workers, and visiting 
club officials - played a decisive role in regulating behaviour, resolving tensions, and 
sustaining compliance. These actors held legitimacy within the supporter group and 
could shape collective behaviour in real time. 

The critical escalation occurred when this system of internal regulation was disrupted 
through misrecognition of a legitimate intermediary role. Following the second goal, 
the referee initiated a standard intervention drawn from Swiss and wider European 
football practice, instructing the BSC Young Boys captain to engage with supporters. 
Within this cultural framework, communication between the captain and a designated 
Ultra leader is a recognised and normative mechanism for de-escalation. When the 
relevant influential fan moved toward the front of the section in response, this action 
was understood by supporters as legitimate, purposeful, and oriented toward restoring 
order. 

From the policing perspective, however, this same action was interpreted through a 
different normative lens: as an attempted pitch incursion, unlawful within the UK 
context and inconsistent with domestic football norms. Police intervention to restrain 
and arrest the influential fan therefore reflected not malice or error, but a fundamental 
cultural misalignment. The removal of a recognised intermediary simultaneously 
weakened internal regulation and reframed the police–supporter relationship. An 
action intended to restore order was transformed into a perceived injustice. 

The immediate consequence was not indiscriminate or sustained violence, but a rapid 
shift in group orientation. Confusion and anger emerged, legitimacy was undermined, 
and group boundaries were redefined in oppositional terms. Observable behavioural 
changes - including masking, removal of banners, cessation of chanting, and attempts 
by some individuals to confront police - reflected this shift. The violence that followed 
was brief, concentrated, and situational, occurring precisely at the point where 
mediation was disrupted. 

These interactional failures were compounded by earlier planning and coordination 
limitations. Bern Canton Police possessed detailed knowledge of how the BSC YB 
supporters are organised and that previous clashes at international fixtures involving 
BSC YB mostly occurred due to situational dynamics rather than premediated 
violence. Despite the wide-ranging role that spotters play in the Bern Cantonal Police, 
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this knowledge was not successfully transferred to the host force. And although Bern 
Cantonal Police had developed an ESIM-informed dialogue model and adopted a 
Contact Officer role designed to further translate cultural norms and advise 
commanders, this resource was not deployed. Instead, a ‘spotting-only’ delegation 
was sent, who were lacked effectiveness regarding the incidents inside the stadium; 
neither they nor the substantial visiting club safety and fan-support team were 
meaningfully integrated into police operational deployment, planning or decision-
making. 

As a result, operational decisions during Phase 2 were made in an informationally 
constrained environment, where culturally significant actions were more likely to be 
misinterpreted. The absence of knowledge within WMP about established protocols 
for working with internal supporter governance meant that opportunities for de-
escalation were missed at precisely the moments when they were most needed. 

Taken together, the analysis indicates that the incident was produced through a 
combination of situational escalation (rather than intent), misrecognition of culturally 
embedded roles, disruption of legitimate mediation, and gaps in international 
knowledge transfer. Policing interventions, though well-intentioned, unintentionally 
weakened moderating influences within the crowd and accelerated the transition from 
containment to confrontation.  

It is important to be clear that this analysis does not seek to excuse or legitimise the 
behaviours that occurred during the fixture. Criminal acts were committed, officers 
were assaulted, and these actions remain unlawful and subject to sanction. Nor does 
the analysis endorse the sense of entitlement that can characterise some Ultra groups, 
where claims to autonomy and collective power may exceed reasonable 
interpretations of rights and obligations within shared public spaces. 

The purpose of the analysis is different. It seeks to explain how, in this specific context, 
interactional dynamics shaped by long-standing cultural norms, institutional practices, 
and misrecognition produced escalation where none was intended. Understanding 
these processes is a prerequisite for reducing the likelihood of similar incidents in 
future, not a substitute for enforcement or accountability. These findings suggest that 
effective policing of Ultras in European competition depends not only on identification 
and categorisation of risk fans alongside control capacity, but on the ability to 
recognise, integrate, and work alongside internal crowd governance structures. Where 
such recognition is absent, even proportionate and reactive interventions may 
contribute to escalation rather than resolution. 

Implications for Policing visiting Ultras in the UK and International Cooperation 

The analysis presented in this report has implications that extend well beyond the 
specific incident examined here. It speaks directly to the contemporary challenge of 
policing Ultras in European competition, where supporter groups travel across 
jurisdictions with markedly different legal frameworks, policing cultures, and historical 
relationships with authority. As this case demonstrates, failures to adapt policing 
practice to this evolving reality can carry serious consequences: for public order, for 
police officer safety, and for supporters whose lives may be profoundly altered through 
criminalisation arising from situationally generated conflict. 
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It is important to reiterate that criminal acts did occur during this fixture. Officers were 
assaulted, public order offences were committed, and subsequent arrests and 
custodial sentences followed. Nothing in this report seeks to excuse or legitimise those 
actions. At the same time, the analysis shows that the most serious consequences of 
the incident - including the imprisonment of an individual who we understand had no 
prior criminal history, whose professional and personal life will likely be permanently 
affected - were the outcome of a sequence of interactional failures rather than 
premeditated violence. This underscores a central finding of the report: risk in these 
contexts is interactional and situational, not merely dispositional. 

This distinction has profound implications for policing strategy and international 
cooperation. Traditional approaches, grounded in identifying and managing “risk fans” 
as a static category, are poorly equipped to deal with the realities of highly organised 
Ultra groups whose behaviour is shaped by collective identity, legitimacy, and power 
as understood within their own cultural frameworks. As evidenced here, serious 
disorder emerged not from the presence of known risk individuals, but from situational 
dynamics in which culturally legitimate forms of self-regulation were misrecognised 
and disrupted. 

Effective policing in this environment therefore requires a reorientation toward 
interactional risk management. This involves recognising that police actions, 
positioning, and interpretations are themselves constitutive of crowd dynamics, and 
that legitimacy - rather than control alone - is central to maintaining order. Where 
internal supporter regulation is functioning, interventions that ignore or undermine it 
may inadvertently accelerate escalation rather than prevent it. 

International police cooperation must evolve accordingly. The existing framework, 
largely centred on the exchange of intelligence about travelling supporters through 
National Football Information Points, remains overly focused on numbers, 
categorisation, and enforcement potential. While such information has value, it is 
insufficient on its own. What was absent in this case - and what is increasingly 
necessary - is the systematic exchange of identity, cultural and interactional 
knowledge: how supporter groups are organised; who holds legitimate authority within 
them; what behaviours are normatively meaningful; where points of misinterpretation 
are likely to arise; and how self-regulation can be supported rather than displaced. 

Two interrelated forms of reform are therefore required. 

The first concerns capacity. As ESIM-informed theory and practice continue to 
develop, policing models must keep pace. This includes investing in dialogue- and 
engagement-oriented roles capable of translating cultural norms, advising 
commanders in real time, and mediating during moments of tension. The contrast 
between spotting-only deployments and dialogue-based approaches is critical here. 
Where police remain locked into a criminal justice orientation focused on identification 
and enforcement, opportunities for legitimacy-based engagement are lost. As has 
already begun in England and Wales, policing must continue to move toward 
relationship-centred models that prioritise facilitation, communication, and 
proportionality - particularly in international fixtures involving highly organised 
supporters. 
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Clubs have a parallel responsibility, but the key issue in this case was not the absence 
of club-based capacity. On the contrary, the visiting club deployed a sophisticated and 
well-established safety and fan-support structure with long-standing relationships to 
Ultra leadership. This capacity existed, was operational on the day, and played a 
decisive role in managing supporter behaviour during the pre-match phase. 

The problem was that the existence, remit, and legitimacy of this capacity were not 
clearly communicated to, nor fully understood by, the host police force. As a result, 
these actors were not formally integrated into planning, briefing, or decision-making 
processes, and their potential to support de-escalation during moments of tension was 
under-utilised. 

It will not always be the case that visiting clubs possess or deploy such sophisticated 
structures. However, in this instance they did, and the failure lay in the absence of 
mechanisms to recognise, value, and embed that expertise within the wider policing 
operation. Where clubs invest in sustained, relationship-based engagement with 
organised supporters, they create a resource that - if properly integrated - can place 
both the club and the police at a significant advantage in managing complex supporter 
dynamics. Over time, such relationships offer one of the few viable pathways for 
moderating entitlement, marginalising more confrontational elements, and gradually 
recalibrating norms within Ultra groups. 

The second area of reform concerns information exchange. International cooperation 
must move beyond asking how many risk supporters are travelling, toward 
understanding what kind of interactional risks are likely to emerge, when, and why. 
This includes advance agreement on how predictable behaviours - such as fan walks, 
collective regrouping, resistance to filming, or player–supporter interactions - should 
be interpreted and managed. Crucially, it also involves identifying in advance which 
actors are best placed to intervene and ensuring that protocols exist to empower self-
regulation before coercive measures are considered. 

Finally, this case highlights the limits of attempting to resolve long-standing, polarised 
relationships between Ultras and police within the compressed and emotionally 
charged environment of a match day. The norms observed here are the product of 
years of institutional interaction within the Swiss context, where relationships between 
police and Ultras are often highly adversarial. Match-day policing is not the arena in 
which such dynamics can be “corrected”. Attempts to do so under conditions of 
uncertainty and heightened emotion are likely to escalate rather than resolve conflict. 
The task of policing is therefore more modest but no less demanding: to manage these 
realities in ways that reduce the likelihood of disorder, protect public safety, and avoid 
unnecessary criminalisation arising from situational breakdowns. 

In an era of increasingly internationalised football, the incident examined in this report 
should be understood not as an anomaly, but as a warning. Unless international police 
cooperation, operational capacity, and engagement strategies adapt to an 
interactional understanding of risk, similar incidents are likely to recur - with 
comparable costs to individuals, institutions, and public trust. 

 


