
Eleanor Laws reflects on her latest case as a KC who specialises
in sexual offences. Not for the first time, she was acting for a
professional footballer. And not for the first time, she has been
left questioning whether the game is offering enough moral or
legal guidance to its players.

Laws has offered to go into football clubs for free, to help educate players

‘Young players need education on how to 
treat women’
Eleanor Laws, a KC who has been involved in several rape trials, 
says cosseted upbringing of footballers through academies is 
creating a culture of arrogance and lack of respect towards 
women
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“Whether there’s a conviction or an acquittal, the reality is that
there are no winners at the end of these cases,” she says.

Laws represented Benjamin Mendy, the former Manchester City
defender who has just completed a move to Lorient in his native
France. Last week the 29-year-old was acquitted of rape and
attempted rape but Chester crown court jurors heard details of
a wild, hedonistic lifestyle. He admitted to having sex with
multiple women on any one night and hosting parties at his
Cheshire home during lockdown. These even continued after he
had been arrested for a rape offence.

Few barristers know more about such cases than Laws. As well
as being involved in a number of high-profile trials, both as a
prosecutor and as a defence barrister, Laws is the author of the
Sexual Offences Referencer, a technical guide for lawyers. She
was also lead counsel for the prosecution in the North Wales
child abuse scandal.

Talking to her, it is easy to see why she has a reputation for
being a fearless, forensic cross-examiner. She has an
unmistakable presence, for sure. But she is also a 56-year-old
mother who appears to draw on that experience when she
tackles what is a complex subject.
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Some of her clients are as young as 14 and the concerns that
arise around toxic masculinity, a lack of understanding about
boundaries and respect for sexual partners go way beyond
professional sport. She points to the proliferation of
pornography on the internet and how that can have an impact
on the perception young men have of girls and women — not to
mention the dangers associated with social media and mobile
phones.
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“They’re looking at pornography on their phones at 13, 14,” Laws
says. “And that can lead to problems when kids actually interact
with each other. However they are [when] face to face, maybe at
school, they can be much more explicit when they communicate
on a phone.

“There are criminal offences being committed in playgrounds
every day, because they’re sending each other images that they
shouldn’t be sending.”

In football, Laws says, these problems can be exacerbated by the
environment that has been created for young players. From the
academy system and beyond, they can lead a cosseted
existence, with the focus far more on their football skills than
their social skills. They are pampered and indulged, with
management agency staff and player liaison officers employed
to perform even the most menial tasks for them. It can create an
elevated sense of self-importance.

“There are obviously lots of young players who have been well
brought up, with parents and mentors who have given them a
good moral compass,” she says. “But the way in which they
grow up, in the club academy system, is fairly unique, and it can
create a level of detachment as well as breed a degree of
arrogance.
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Mendy, the former Manchester City defender, was last week cleared of rape and 
attempted rape
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“When they socialise, whether it’s in a nightclub or wherever,
that can lead to issues. In some cases they can be targets.
Everyone wants a piece of them, but they often don’t realise
how easily that can lead to other problems.”

Among her many clients are schoolboys and university
students, and she goes into schools for free to talk to teenagers
about how they interact with one another and how easily bad
choices can escalate into an allegation of criminal behaviour.

Laws says she would be prepared to engage in the same way
with football clubs and the key bodies in the professional game,
from the FA and the PFA to the Premier League and the EFL.

“This is about education,” she says. “I feel really strongly that
there needs to be wider education of the young men who are
coming into football at the top level. An all-round education.
Not just the legal issues but the trouble they could end up in,
and what that really means.

“I believe they are already getting some sort of consent training,
which looks specifically at what consent actually means. It’s
done by organisations that also go into schools, and I don’t want
to criticise it because it’s very worthy. But I don’t think it’s
terribly focused on what a young footballer is going to want to
listen to.
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“Many of them just don’t seem to understand when something
is either a criminal offence or close to it.

“This really is broader than just the sports stars. It extends to
young people in schools and universities. You get young people
arriving at university completely ill-equipped to deal with it.

“Take freshers’ week; I can’t tell you how many allegations are
made, and universities are also completely ill-equipped to deal
with it. They often investigate allegations and completely mess
it up. Yet we’re talking about a situation where someone could
end up serving four years in prison, perhaps longer. Like I say,
the need here is for education.”

So what does she say when she goes into schools?

“What you tell them has to be quite hard-hitting,” she says. “You
talk about different cases that you’ve done, and usually focus on
behaviours that they can relate to, and they do end up pretty
scared.

ADVERTISEMENT
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speaking to a solicitor, the police are taking your fingerprints,
you’re locked in a cell.

“And this is only the start. Investigations can take up to two
years. Your life is on hold. You can’t press ahead with plans to go
into higher education.

“Then I explain what a trial looks like. You talk through the
whole process. If you are found guilty, this is what will happen
to you. You might view it simply as a girl reluctantly giving oral
sex. But you’re going to prison and your name is going on the
sex offenders register for behaviour they had not understood
amounted to rape.”

It’s fair to say that Laws now has their attention.
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“There are usually several themes that interest them,” she says.
“They are sitting there thinking they are not someone who
could commit rape. But then it might dawn on them that,
without realising, they’ve got pretty close.

“As much as anything, this is about respect. And if you don’t
respect people, there’s a chance you end up in prison.”

Allegations of abuse by footballers against women seem to have
become all too commonplace. Right now an unnamed Premier
League footballer remains on bail for rape charges. Last year
allegations of sexual assault were dropped against Tottenham
Hotspur’s Yves Bissouma. In Germany, Jérôme Boateng, the
former Bayern Munich player, was fined more than €1 million
after being found guilty of domestic assault of his now ex-
girlfriend.

Laws says that, while the messaging to footballers around
respect and compassion would be consistent with what she says
in schools and colleges, any conversation would have to take
into account their particular circumstances.

“It would very much need to be tailored to the unique way that
they have grown up,” she says. “They’re used to having so many
things done for them; everything is dealt with. And when they

Boateng, the former Bayern Munich defender, was found guilty of domestic 
assault
CHRISTOF STACHE/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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do go out, people, women in particular, want to be with them.
It’s so easy.

“But that can lead to some seriously problematic attitudes,
because the people who are around them aren’t always giving
them the right kind of moral guidance.

“I’d happily go into clubs and do it; I’d do it for free. Just give me
the players for an hour. I could offer the same thing to agencies
who manage these players, because I’m not sure they’re giving
them this kind of guidance either.”

In some cases, their behaviour does appear extreme; these
parties where players will have sex with multiple partners. “It is
hedonistic,” Laws says. “And it’s likely to end up hurting
someone, even if they’re consenting. In some cases these
players can be a target. But in others the problem comes down
to a lack of moral guidance, and what could be perceived as
arrogance.”

Ultimately, Laws wants to use her experience in the hope that
she can make even the slightest difference.

“This kind of education would be to the benefit of everybody,”
she says. “My experience has given me an insight into the law
and how that all works, and has developed, but also the
personalities of these youngsters.

“In every case there are some common themes. If this means
that someone, somewhere says, ‘We’d love you to come in and
talk to us,’ I’d be only too happy to do that.”
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