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LIFE’'S A PITCH

FIFA 09

uch like Manchester City’s
recent 6-0 drubbing of FA Cup
winners Portsmouth, last
year’s face-off between the
two domineering forces of football came
as quite a shock. Not because of how
tight the line between FIFA and PES was
being squeezed, but by how high a
margin EA’s efforts crushed Konami’s
rapidly-ageing football experience. It was
a whitewash, and the fans weren’t happy.

With roles seemingly reversed, PES now has
a lot more to prove than FIFA ever did, but
the real question comes in how EA can
capitalise on their new found fame in the
meantime. But when you're limited by the
rules of the beautiful game, where do you
take the series for its sixteenth iteration?

EA's answer, it seems, is to polish the game
engine until glistening; the refinements
made to FIFA in this latest iteration
reaffirming the series’ newly-found state as
football pioneer. FIFA 09 plays a much slower
game than the summer’s impressive UEFA
Euro 2008, with tighter play allowing for a
much more tactical approach. Scoring’s no
longer a case of sliding a jammy through-
ball past the back line, but setting up the
play first in order to get there. Defenders
read the play a lot more intuitively and stick
to their men more effectively than ever
before, and crosses aren't as goal-bound as
they were in previous years, with intercep-
tions and jostling for headers more
commonplace than ever before. Quite
simply, FIFA 09 has found itself in a league of
its own, looking, feeling and playing just like
a real football match. It's an impressive feat
for any studio, let alone one that’s been
gazumped in the gameplay stakes for the
past decade.

EA has also been keen to place more
emphasis on player matchups this year,
with speed, weight and power each
affecting the outcome of shoulder-to-
shoulder jostles. Place Rooney up against a
less portly defender and he'll outmuscle his
way to the goalposts, but put him up
against someone of a similar size and it
makes the contest much more interesting.
The collision system is perhaps FIFA 09's
greatest new gameplay asset, effectively
recreating the one-on-one scraps that litter
the modern game.

Further big additions include custom team
tactics, allowing the player more control
over their team’s structure. Manipulating
the team’s configuration allows you to
assemble your preferred playing style, and
whether that's taking slow and carefully
structured build-ups or rushing towards the
goal line, there are simple sliders that allow
you to fine-tune your team’s organisation.
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Online Be a Pro has also doubled in
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capacity to 10 versus 10, which,

though can result in long (read:

boring) periods off the ball,

ultimately gives each player a much

deeper sense of responsibility, acting

as a vital part of the team’s structure.

Of course the opposite can also be

true, with wannabe-stars dominat-

ing the play and chasing the ball
haphazardly up and down the pitch.
However, just like last year, we

imagine it'll be the mode of choice

for many online players. Unfortu-

nately there was a slight amount of lag in the
majority of games that we played - something
which can quite often break a team’s
performance in an online game of FIFA.

Perhaps the most notable addition to FIFA 09,
however, comes in the form of Adidas Live
Season, a brand new feature that updates
in-game player form on a weekly basis based
on their real-world performance. It's quick to
setup and simple to use, though be warned,
something the box handily forgets to mention
is the additional subscription costs required for
the service. A free trial is included in the box,
allowing you to choose one league with which

to receive weekly updates throughout the 08/09
season, but additional leagues and seasons will
cost you extra. You can alternatively pay for all
leagues in one lump sum, but it'll set you back
1,600 Microsoft points.

But despite the level of polish there’s still the odd
grumble. Goalkeepers can have schizophrenic
tendencies, pulling off superhuman saves one
minute and fumbling easy balls into the path of an
oncoming striker the next. Some animations as
well still aren’t perfect, with EA's peculiar decision
to make all players perform the same merry jig at
kick-off resulting in some bizarre scenes. Then
there’s FIFA's infamous pass buffering that can
create unwanted havoc when your next player
touches the ball, as well as some slightly dubious
offside decisions. You may well think these are all
small irritations, and for the most part you'd be
right, but they’re nevertheless intrusions that
detract from the otherwise spookily realistic
experience.

As a heavily-tweaked version of last year's game,
FIFA 09 may not have arrived with as much flair as
its predecessor, but nevertheless it's a solid and
impressive assertion of the ‘new’ EA's intentions to
be market-leaders, rather than simply settle for
second-best. Unless Seabass can pull a few tricks
out of his hat at the last minute (which, from what
we've seen, is looking increasingly unlikely) PES has
alot to worry about.
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