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A Different Demography

The UAE-Saudi-led economic and diplomatic boycott of Qatar complicates the Gulf state’s
preparations to host the 2022 World Cup, but in no way has the event been derailed. The
importation of construction materials needed to build eight stadiums, lay dozens of miles of
rail work and erect a brand new city may become more expensive or may take longer to
arrive as a result  of  the boycott,  but this should not impair  the Gulf  state’s ability to
complete infrastructures on time.1 “The goods from new supply chains are often more
expensive and a lot of contractors are already operating on quite low margins… There’s no
doubt that the boycott will put an additional premium on what was already going to be a
very expensive World Cup”, cautioned Allison Wood, a Middle East and North Africa analyst
with strategy firm Control Risks.2

Deep pockets filled by revenues from gas exports, a $335 billion war chest invested in blue
chips, and a remaining four-year lead time have prevented Qatar’s dream of hosting the
tournament from turning into a boycott-battered nightmare. “There’s a solution for every
challenge that presents itself. We work with our contractors to ensure that we can deliver
long-term supply chain solutions and alternatives”, said Hassan al-Thawadi, the Secretary
General of the Qatar World Cup Supreme Committee for Delivery & Legacy.3

In  some ways,  if  the Gulf  crisis  were to  last  another  four  years  until  the World  Cup,
attendance may prove to be a more important issue, and not because Qatar would still be
involved in a dispute with its neighbours. The crisis has already become the new normal.
Even if it were resolved today, regional relationships will never return to the status quo of
before.  “This  is  a  wound  that  has  been  created  for  a  generation.  This  will  never  be
forgotten”, noted Qatar Airways CEO Akbar al-Baker.4

The reason attendance could be an issue is that the demography of fans attending the
World  Cup  in  Qatar  may  very  well  differ  from that  of  past  tournaments.  Qatar  is  likely  to
attract a far greater number of fans from the Middle East, Africa and Asia whose interests,
demands  and  expectations  of  experience  could  differ  from  those  of  Europeans  and  Latin
Americans.

Governments in Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt and Bahrain, if they were still insistent on
maintaining their  boycott  that  involves a  ban on travel  and the cutting off of  all  land,  sea
and air links with Qatar, could find themselves in a sensitive position if they deprived their
nationals the opportunity to attend the first ever World Cup held not only in the region but
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also in an Arab country. How those governments choose to handle this question would have
consequences for the nature of the boycott and the status of the complete travel injunction.
Qatar has urged the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Egypt to allow their nationals to attend
the World Cup. “We separate politics from sports”, Al-Thawadi said, ignoring the fact that
Qatar’s sports strategy is a key part of its soft power policy.5

Sensitivity to fans undoubtedly played a role in the UAE’s decision – within weeks of the
declaration of the boycott – to exempt beIN Sports, the Al Jazeera television network’s
sports franchise, from the blocking of all Qatari television channels in the country.6 The
shuttering of Al Jazeera was one of the UAE-Saudi-led alliance’s key pre-conditions for lifting
the  boycott  on  Qatar.  beIN  holds  broadcasting  rights  for  major  soccer  competitions,
including England’s Premier League, Spain’s La Liga, the 2018 and 2022 World Cups, the
Champions League, the AFC Champions League, the Asian Cup, the CAF Champions League,
and the Africa Cup of Nations. The ban deprived fans of access to broadcasts of the world’s
major tournaments. The lifting of the ban came days after Qatar won more than a symbolic
victory with a decision by the European soccer body UEFA to award beIN Middle Eastern and
North African broadcasting rights for the Champions League and grant it rights for the UEFA
Europa League.7

Putting Governance to the Test

The lifting of the ban also served to pre-empt criticism by soccer fans as well as possible
punitive measures by the Asian Football  Confederation (AFC).  The AFC alongside world
soccer  body FIFA’s  African affiliate,  the Confederation of  African Football  (CAF),  insisted in
June 2017 on almost  identical  statements  with  respect  to  upholding the separation of
politics and football.  They called on football stakeholders to adhere to the principles of
neutrality and independence in politics as “part of the statutory missions” of FIFA and its
affiliates “as well as the obligations of member associations”.8 The CAF went on to say that
it would be “particularly vigilant as regards respect for these principles of neutrality and
independence in all future games played under its aegis”. The federation warned that its
committees  would  monitor  developments  and  take  punitive  action  where  necessary.
Adherence to  the policy  proved to  be perfunctory  at  times and unevenly  enforced.  It
suggested that the Gulf crisis was putting already sorely battered global and regional soccer
governance to the test.

FIFA set the tone for global and regional soccer governance’s chequered adherence to its
own principles by contradicting itself within hours in its response to the Gulf crisis. Asked
days after the crisis erupted whether the Saudi-UAE-led boycott would impact the 2022
World Cup, FIFA president Gianni Infantino insisted that
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“the essential role of FIFA, as I understand it, is to deal with football and not to
interfere in geopolitics”.9

Yet, speaking hours later, Infantino waded into the crisis by removing a Qatari referee from
a 2018 World Cup qualifier following a request from the United Arab Emirates.10

FIFA, beyond declaring that the decision was taken “in view of the current geopolitical
situation”, appeared to be saying by implication that a Qatari by definition of his nationality
could not be an honest arbiter of a soccer match involving one of his country’s detractors.
The statement amounted to an admission that sports and politics were not separate but
indeed inextricably intertwined.  On an even slipperier  slope,  FIFA also appeared to be
judging the referee’s level of professionalism based solely on his nationality.

Moreover, FIFA and the AFC were silent when Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain refused to
compete in the Gulf Cup, scheduled to be held in Qatar in 2017. The boycott persuaded
Qatar to transfer its hosting rights to Kuwait. FIFA President Gianni Infantino, rather than
chastising the three Gulf states for involving the sport in politics, commended Qatar for its
“honourable  gesture”  and attended the tournament’s  opening match.11 But  the world
soccer body was silent when on political grounds the Saudi, Emirati and Bahraini squads
refused to participate in news conferences in Kuwait in which Qatari media were present.12

The CAF appeared to be somewhat more assertive than the AFC. It warned Egypt’s two top
clubs, arch-rivals Al Ahli FC and Al Zamalek SC, that they could be penalized if they went
through with a declared boycott  of  beIN Sports,13 in response to a statement by the
Egyptian Football Association (EFA) supporting Egypt’s participation in the UAE-Saudi-led
boycott of Qatar.14 Al Ahli and Al Zamalek said they were barring beIN from their premises
and news conferences as part of Egypt’s participation in the Saudi-UAE led diplomatic and
economic embargo on the Gulf state.

“The Egyptian FA fully supports the long-awaited decisions of the political administration
against an entity that has repeatedly tried to harm our country. In agreement we call on all
Egyptian clubs and their personnel to suspend all activities with the Qatari sports channels
on all contracts or in programming in rejection of the Qatari attitude”, the statement said.
Acting on its warning, the Cairo-based African group subsequently suspended and imposed
a  $10,000  fine  on  Al  Ahli  coach  Hossam  El  Badry  for  first  refusing  to  address  a  news
conference at which beIN reporters were present, then refusing to give beIN an interview,
and  finally  covering  beIN’s  microphone  and  trying  to  prevent  it  from  recording  the  press
conference.15

The incidents in Egypt and Kuwait suggested that the Gulf crisis was likely to leave deep
scars,  even  after  Qatar  and  its  detractors  ultimately  paper  over  their  differences  and  end
the crisis. The likelihood was that Saudi Arabia and/or the UAE would mount a challenge to
Qatar’s commercial grip on the Middle East and North Africa’s sports broadcasting market. It
would be both a political and commercial challenge, rooted in a fundamental rift that is
likely to play out on the soccer pitch as well as in other arenas long after the Gulf crisis is
resolved.

Economically dependent on Saudi  Arabia and the UAE, Egypt appeared set to play an
important role in the creation of a Saudi competitor to beIN. Saudi Media City chairman
Muflih Al-Hafatah said the new network was being established together with Egypt and that
its 11 high-definition (HD) channels were “Egyptian with a 100 percent Saudi capital”.16 Al-
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Hafatah said the channels would charge a fee only if forced to do so because of encryption
but would ensure that it was affordable. beIN has suffered in countries like Egypt from the
fact that many subscribers could not afford its cost.

Getting Sucked in

FIFA would likely be an arbitrator in the battle between beIN and the new Saudi network,
with the kingdom attempting to convince the world soccer body that Qatar could not be
allowed to  have  a  monopoly  in  regional  soccer  broadcasting  rights.17  The  underlying
message was that FIFA and several of its regional associations would be dragged into the
Gulf crisis by hook or by crook even if the issue of Qatar’s World Cup hosting rights was not
directly addressed. The more soccer associations involved in the dispute, the more difficult
it will be for them to maintain that sports and politics have nothing to do with one another.

FIFA  was  also  likely  to  be  pulled  into  the  dispute  by  the  UAE’s  covert  and  overt  efforts
predating the crisis18 to convince the world body to deprive Qatar of its hosting rights. It is
doubtful that the World Cup is at the core of the Gulf crisis, despite a declaration by Dubai’s
top  security  official,  Lt.  General  Khalfan,  that  the  crisis  would  be  resolved  if  Qatar
surrendered  its  hosting  rights.19Nonetheless,  for  Qatar’s  detractors  (and  the  UAE  in
particular),  the World Cup is  quite  an important  symbol  to  target,  especially  given its
position as a vehicle for reputational capital.

That  is  evident  from documents from an email  account  of  Youssef  al-Otaiba,  the UAE
Ambassador to the United States, who was either hacked or the victim of a leak by an
insider.20  Al-Otaiba  had  devised  a  complex  financial  manoeuvre  to  undermine  Qatar’s
currency and deprive the Gulf state of its hosting rights. The effort to deprive Qatar of the
World Cup stood in stark contrast to Qatar’s failure to adopt a similar tactic by targeting the
2020 World Expo in Dubai, for example.

Nothing  is  too  outlandish,  expensive,  or  ‘down  and  dirty’  in  the  Gulf  competition  to
undermine one’s rival, buy influence, garner soft power, or try to win the hearts and minds
of the populace. It is a battle that is fought primarily by the UAE and Qatar, the Gulf’s two
megalomaniac states, and played out on European soccer pitches, in the board rooms of
Western think tanks and universities, and in the media. Character assassination is fair game.
Qatar and the UAE stunned European soccer as the window closed in the fall of 2017 for the
buying and selling of players by driving prices through the roof and calling into question
European soccer body UEFA’s Financial Fair Play rules.

Qatar-owned French club Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) spent $476 million on two players: FC
Barcelona’s Neymar and Monaco’s Kylian Sanmi Mbappé,21 no mean feat for a country of
300,000 citizens locked in an existential battle with its Gulf detractors. The expenditure of
$203 million by Abu Dhabi-owned Manchester City was similarly stratospheric but paled in
comparison.22

The Qatari-UAE competition for jaw-dropping headlines was about far more than trophy
acquisitions and performance on the soccer pitch. By driving the price of soccer players into
the stratosphere, Qatar was showing a finger to its Gulf detractors, saying it could shake off
their boycott like it would swat a fly. That was priceless in an environment in which the UAE-
Saudi-led alliance has failed to garner widespread support for its boycott in both the Muslim
world and the broader international community.
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For Qatar, the soccer acquisitions were part of a far broader soft power strategy that in
many ways might  be the most  strategic  and thought-through approach in  the Gulf.  It
envisioned sports as much as a pillar of national identity as it was a key leg of its effort to
amass soft power. The 2022 World Cup was the strategy’s crown jewel. Yet, the strategy has
produced  only  mixed  results.  Performance  on  the  pitch  has  not  offered  the  Qatari
government the kind of success that various other Arab autocrats have been able to exploit
in their bid to boost their image. Qatar is the first World Cup host in almost a century not to
qualify for the World Cup on its own merit.23

Fragile Success

Potential success of the Saudi-UAE effort depends in part on garnering support for the two
states’  position.  So  far,  only  a  few  nations  (mostly  politically  and/or  financially  dependent
countries) have joined the boycott. Soccer suggests that even that support is fragile. Take
the Maldives as an example. A target of massive Saudi investment, the Maldives severed
diplomatic  relations  with  Qatar  hours  after  Saudi  Arabia  and  the  UAE  declared  the
boycott.24 However, that did not stop the Football Federation of the Maldives from signing a
cooperation agreement with its Qatari counterpart five months later.25

Saudi Arabia and the UAE hoped to create an environment conducive to a withdrawal of
Qatar’s hosting rights by publicly pushing the notion that Qatar was supporting tourism.
German26  and  Austrian27  media  both  reported  that  a  German  campaign  to  stop
extremism28 by persuading the European Union to take regulatory and punitive action
against funders of extremism was funded by the UAE and Saudi Arabia. The campaign,
which targets left- and right-wing as well as Islamic militancy, identified Qatar, together with
Turkey, as the main funders of extremism in Europe.29 Supported by prominent Germans
and Austrians, many with an immigrant background, the campaign has denied funding by
Qatar’s detractors. Businessmen with Qatari interests suspect, however, that the campaign
will target Qatar’s hosting rights once it has garnered its targeted one million signatures on
a petition demanding tougher EU policies on the funding of extremism. “This initiative is to
align with the other German Qatar detractors by next year to agitate for a withdrawal of the
hosting rights”, one businessman said.30

All of which makes the Maldives soccer federation’s forging of closer ties to Qatar the more
remarkable.  The  move  followed  not  only  the  government’s  breaking  off  of  diplomatic
relations  with  Qatar  but  also  Saudi  efforts  to  squash  criticism  of  controversial  potential
investments in the island republic as well as assertions that massive Saudi funding of Sunni
Muslim  ultra-conservative  educational  and  cultural  activities  has  put  the  Maldives’
traditional  adherence  to  Sufism,  a  more  mystical  strand  of  Islam,  on  the  defensive.31
Journalists reporting on a potential $10 billion Saudi-funded real estate project that media
reports asserted could involve the acquisition by the kingdom of Faafu, a collection of 19 low-
-lying islands 120 kilometres south of the Maldives capital of Male, were handed cash-filled
envelopes during an event at the Saudi embassy in Male to counter the assertion.32 The
project would allegedly involve the building of seaports, airports, high-end housing and
resorts and the creation of special economic zones.

The Saudis “have had a good run of propagating their world view to the people of the
Maldives and they’ve done that for the last three decades. They’ve now, I think, come to the
view that they have enough sympathy to get a foothold”,  said exiled former Maldives
President  Mohamed  Nasheed,  who  lost  power  in  2012  following  protests  over  rising
commodity prices and the nation’s poor economy.33
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If soccer is anything to go by, Saudi Arabia’s grip on the Maldives may either be fraying or
has  been overstated by  critics  like  Nasheed.  Speaking in  Qatar  at  the  signing of  the
cooperation agreement, Maldives soccer federation President Bassam Adeel Jaleel insisted
that the government, on which the football body is financially dependent, was “happy” with
the forging of closer ties despite the boycott of the Gulf  state.34 Maintaining that the
Maldives could learn from Qatari preparations for the World Cup, Jaleel attempted to shield
the government by noting that it adhered to the principle of a “separation of politics from
football”,  a fiction that governments and sports associations uphold because it gives them
license to exploit the incestuous relationship between the two to their advantage. In the
Maldives, that appeared to amountto hedging the government’s bets as Qatar resists Saudi
and UAE pressure.

The  Saudi-UAE  World  Cup  effort  also  sought  to  exploit  continued  questions  about  the
integrity of the Qatari bid. That integrity remains in question with legal proceedings in New
York and Zurich involving corruption in FIFA and potential wrongdoing in the awarding of
World Cups. With legal proceedings likely to drag on for a considerable period of time,
Qatar’s  more immediate problem is  the reputational  damage it  has suffered as a result  of
the integrity issue and international criticism of its labour regime. In reputational terms,
Qatar has benefitted from reform of the regime as well as perception of the Gulf crisis of one
pitting David against Goliath, in which Saudi Arabia and the UAE were attempting to bully
their  smaller  brother into submission.  Qatar  has emerged,  despite continued questions
about its relationship with militants, as the resilient underdog defending its independence
and its right as a small state to chart its own course.

Qatar’s  reforms  of  its  controversial  kafala,  or  labour  sponsorship  system35that  put
employees at the mercy of their employers, were likely to become a model for the region.
With the reforms, Qatar cemented the 2022 World Cup as one of the few mega-events with
a real potential for leaving a legacy of change. Qatar started laying the foundations for that
change  by  early  on  becoming  the  first  and  only  Gulf  state  to  engage  with  its  critics,
international human rights groups and trade unions. In a rare kudo, Qatar’s fiercest labour
critic, the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), hailed a Qatari announcement in
October 2017 that it was introducing far-reaching reforms as a “breakthrough”.36 The ITUC
and  human  rights  groups  like  Amnesty  International  and  Human  Rights  Watch  have
campaigned for labour reform and abolition of kafala since FIFA awarded Qatar the hosting
rights for the 2022 World Cup in December 2010.

Breaking Taboos

The  successful  Qatari  bid  has  also  made  a  mark  by  cautiously  making  taboo  issues
discussable and potentially initiating a process of change in a country in which concerns
that  stem  from  a  demographic  deficit  have  long  prevented  the  country  from  confronting
intractable issues head on and stalled progress towards proper rule of law. The pressures to
which  Qatar  was  exposed  sparked  tacit  discussion  on  issues  such  as  citizenship  and
naturalization of foreigners, ones which had long been unmentionable.

To field an Olympic team that would earn Qatar its first ever Olympic medal, Qatar, a tiny
state with a population of 2.3 million of which only 300,000 are citizens, granted 23 athletes
from 17 countries citizenship in advance of the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Olympic Games. They
constituted the majority of the Gulf state’s 39-member team. The athletes’ naturalization,
their success notwithstanding, sparked debate about the principle of granting citizenship
and who should be awarded the right in a country in which Qatari nationals account for a
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mere 12 percent of the population.37 Naturalization was long a taboo subject given Qatari
fear that it, like any kind of social or political change, could cost the citizenry loss of control
of their state and society. Those fears were enhanced by the fact that Qataris realized that
there were no easy solutions to a demographic deficit that would prove unsustainable in the
long term.

The Qatari  debate was echoed in the UAE where Sultan Sooud al-Qassemi,  an erudite
intellectual,  businessman,  art  collector  and  member  of  the  ruling  family  of  Sharjah,
provoked  controversy  in  articles  that  advocated  a  rethinking  of  restrictive  citizenship
policies that were likely to exacerbate rather than alleviate long-term problems associated
with the demographic deficit.  Echoing a sentiment that is gaining traction among Internet-
savvy youth who are exposed to a world beyond the confines of the Gulf, Al-Qassemi noted
that foreigners with no rights had, over decades, contributed to the UAE’s success. “Perhaps
it is time to consider a path to citizenship for them that will open the door to entrepreneurs,
scientists, academics and other hardworking individuals who have come to support and care
for the country as though it was their own”, he argued.38

Fears of loss of control were fuelled by the fact that the naturalization of athletes for the
Olympic teams sparked questions among non-Qataris who have been resident in the Gulf
state and whose children were born there but who have no real path to citizenship even
though their skills and expertise are and will be needed as the country streamlines and
diversifies its economy. Qatari naturalization law stipulates that foreigners who speak Arabic
and have resided in the country (of which the majority is non-Arabic speaking even though
Arabic is the official language) for 25 years can be considered for citizenship on a case-by-
case basis.

Limited opportunity for citizenship puts many of the country’s non-Qatari residents in an
emotional bind. They do not want to “rock the boat” for themselves and their families, yet
their existence remains precarious. “This is where I was born, this is my home. I accept
things as they are, but it does sting”, said a South Asian professional who was born and
grew up in Qatar.39

Ironically, one positive social and political fallout of Qatar’s sports strategy was that the
South  Asian’s  sentiment  is  beginning  to  be  reflected  among some Qatari  youth  who  were
more willing to openly discuss sensitive issues. Referring to Qatar’s 14-member Olympic
handball team, 11 of whom are naturalized citizens, public sector employee Hamed Al-
Khater asked on Twitter: “If these guys get naturalized then what about doctors, scientists,
engineers, academics and artists? Don’t they add more value to society?”40

In  another  taboo-breaking  incident,  Doha  News,  against  the  backdrop  of  persistent
questions in the Western soccer fan community about how Qatar would deal with gays
attending its World Cup, published an article entitled: “What it’s like to be gay and Qatari?”.
Written by a  man using the pseudonym Majid  Al-Qatari  (Majid  the Qatari),  the article
asserted  that  gay  Qataris  disguised  their  sexuality  by  being  publicly  homophobic,  but
travelled abroad to be themselves. Majid suggested that gays often got married and raised
families in what amounted to putting “a Band-Aid on a wound. The wife will get conjugal
visits and the men will just go their own way”.41

Al-Khater’s  question  and  Al-Qatari’s  exposé  are  noteworthy  in  a  country  where  public
discussion of these issues has long been taboo even if they likely constitute a minority view.
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A  majority  of  Qataris  see  homosexuality  as  banned  by  Islam  and  question  whether
foreigners can ever become true nationals. They also fear that it would jeopardize national
identity, conservative culture and deep-rooted tribal values.

Integrity vs Leverage

The integrity issue is likely to prove a tougher nut to crack than the labour controversy. On
the principle of  where there is  smoke, there is  fire,  Qatar is  in a bind. Testimony of  a star
witness,  Alejandro  Burzaco,  a  co-defendant  and  the  former  head  of  Argentine  sports
marketing  company Torneos  y  Competencias,  in  a  New York  courtroom revealed  new
allegations of  Qatari  wrongdoing in  its  successful  bid  for  the 2022 World  Cup hosting
rights.42  Burzaco  is  one  of  more  than  40  officials,  business  executives  and  entities  that
have been indicted in the United States since Swiss police accompanied by FBI agents in
2015 raided a hotel in Zurich where senior FIFA members were gathered for a congress of
the world soccer body. Burzaco asserted that the first three defendants to stand trial in the
warren of FIFA-related cases – former South American soccer confederation CONMEBOL
President  Juan  Angel  Napout  and  past  heads  of  the  Brazilian  and  Peruvian  soccer
federations,  Juan  Maria  Marin  and  Manuel  Burga  –  were  among  several  senior  Latin
American  soccer  officials  who  had  been  paid  tens  of  millions  of  dollars  in  bribes  for  their
votes in favour of the Qatari World Cup.43

Qatar’s  sports-related  financial  dealings  were  also  under  scrutiny  on  other  fronts.  Swiss
prosecutors opened criminal proceedings against Qatari national, beIN chief executive and
chairman of French soccer club Paris St-Germain Nasser al-Khelaifi.44 The proceedings were
centred on the allegation that Al-Khelaifi had bribed disgraced former FIFA secretary general
Jerome Valcke to ensure that beIN was awarded the broadcasting rights for the 2026 and
2030 World Cups. Qatar as well as Al-Khelaifi have consistently denied any wrongdoing.

A French investigation into possible corruption45 in business deals related to Qatar’s hosting
rights links former French President Nicolas Sarkozy to millions of euros involved in business
deals that were allegedly part of a three-way deal to ensure French support for Qatar’s
World Cup bid46 as well as the vote of one-time French star Michel Platini, who headed
UEFA  and  was  a  member  of  FIFA’s  executive  committee  before  being  banned  from
involvement in soccer on corruption charges.

France’s interference in the FIFA vote on the Qatari World Cup bid was documented in a
lengthy exposé in French soccer magazine, France Football.47 The magazine detailed a
meeting engineered by then President Sarkozy in 2010 between Platini, then Qatari Crown
Prince and current Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Haman Al-Thani, and a representative of PSG.
The three-way deal cut at that meeting allegedly involved Platini agreeing to vote for the
Qatari  bid  in  exchange for  Qatar  acquiring  the  French  club,  creating  a  French  sports
television channel, and investing in France.

Britain’s The Daily Telegraph48 reported that French investigators were examining whether
Sarkozy may have received funds from deals linked to the 2010 meeting, including the sale
to Qatar of a five percent stake in French water management company Veolia as well as the
purchase  in  2010 of  PSG by  Oryx  Qatar  Sports  Investments,  believed  to  be  a  Qatari
government investment vehicle.49 The British paper, quoting French sources, reported that
$247  million  “may  have  been  siphoned  off  the  side  lines”  of  the  deals  and  also  used  for
payments  to  World  Cup  officials.  A  spokeswoman  for  the  National  Financial  Prosecutor’s
Office in Paris  said they were “carrying out two separate preliminary inquiries” into Veolia
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and the World Cup bid. She said there was no established link between the two inquiries and
Sarkozy was not “formally and personally targeted at this stage”.50

For activist critics of Qatar, there are two questions. Who do they want to get in bed with?
Qatar’s detractors, the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia hardly have stellar human
and labour rights records. If anything, their records are worse than that of Qatar, which
admittedly does not glow.

The second question critics have to ask themselves is how best to leverage the World Cup,
irrespective of whether the Qatari bid was compromised or not. On the assumption that it
may have been compromised, the question is less how to exact retribution for a wrong
doing that was common practice in global football governance. Leveraging should focus on
how to achieve a fundamental reform of global sports governance that has yet to emerge
six years into a crisis that was in part sparked by the Qatar World Cup. This goes to the
heart of the fact that untouched in the governance crisis is the corrupting, ungoverned, and
incestuous relationship between sports and politics.

Sports is Politics by Definition

The future of the Qatar World Cup and the Gulf crisis speaks to the pervasiveness of politics
in  sports.  The  World  Cup  is  political  by  definition.  Retaining  Qatar’s  hosting  rights  or
depriving the Gulf state of the right to host the tournament is ultimately a choice with
political consequences. As long as the crisis continues, retaining rights is a testimony to
Qatar’s resilience, deprival would be a victory for its detractors.

The real yardstick in the debate about the Qatari World Cup should be how the sport and the
integrity  of  the  sport  benefit  most.  And  even  then,  politics  is  never  far  from  what  the
outcome of that debate is. Obviously, instinctively, the optics of no retribution raises the
question of how that benefits integrity.

Yet, the potential legacy of social and economic change that is already evident with the
Qatar World Cup is more important than the feel -good effect of having done the right thing
with retribution or the notion of setting an example. Add to that the fact that in current
circumstances, a withdrawal of hosting rights would not only be interpreted as a victory of
one side over the other, but would also further divide the Arab and Muslim world and
enhance a sense among many Muslims of being on the defensive and under attack.

To  be  clear,  the  rot  in  sports  governance  goes  far  beyond  financial  and  performance
corruption. That is evident in the way that the Gulf crisis, the Saudi -Iranian rivalry, and the
Israeli  -Palestinian  conflict  increasingly  permeate  soccer  with  a  mounting  number  of
decisions that upend the notion of a separation of sports and politics and the resignation
from FIFA’s Council of Kuwaiti Sheikh Ahmad Al -Fahad Al -Sabah, long seen as one of the
three most powerful men in international sports. Ahmad, a pony -tailed member of Kuwait’s
ruling family, and former minister and head of Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC), is the living denial of a separation between sport and politics.

A statement by the US Attorney’s Office in New York’s Eastern District did not refer to Mr.
Ahmad by name.51 The statement asserted however that Richard Lai, a member of FIFA’s
Audit  and Compliance Committee and President of  the Guam Football  Association,  had
received more than $850,000 in bribes between 2009 and 2014 “from a faction of soccer
officials in the AFC region” to help “officials in that faction identify other officials in the AFC
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to whom they should offer bribes. The goal of this scheme was for the faction to gain control
of the AFC and influence FIFA”, the statement said.

Ahmad is believed to be one of four co-conspirators listed in Lai’s indictment that include a
Kuwaiti official of the Olympic Council of Asia (OCA), which has been headed by Ahmad for
the  past  26  years.  Ahmad’s  resignation  constitutes  the  first  instance  in  which  US  legal
proceedings against corruption in global  soccer governance have touched Asia.  Ahmad
denied the assertions made by Lai,52 who pleaded guilty to wire fraud conspiracy in the
United States, as well as past allegations that the OCA had offered bribes to influence past
elections in the Asian Football Confederation.

Ahmad’s decision to resign and not to run for re-election at this month’s FIFA congress in
Bahrain  put  an  end  to  his  effort  to  exploit  his  international  sports  stature  to  further  his
political ambitions in a bitter power struggle within Kuwait’s ruling family. To be fair, both
parties within the family played politics with sports. Ahmad’s position, however, allowed him
to persuade the International Olympic Committee (IOC), of which he is a member, as well as
virtually all international sports associations, to suspend Kuwaiti membership as part of the
Kuwaiti politician’s bid for power.53 Ahmad long used his position to put his own men in
office. The IOC lifted the 18-month suspension in December 2017 in time for the Gulf Cup.

Men like Ahmad and his long -time protégé, AFC president Sheikh Salman Bin Ibrahim Al -
Khalifa,  a Bahraini  national,  symbolize the intertwining of  sports and politics.  They are
imperious, ambitious, power -hungry products of autocracies who have worked assiduously
to concentrate power in their hands and side -line critics clamouring for real reform. Hailing
from countries governed by autocratic, hereditary leaders, they have been accused of being
willing to occupy their seats of power at whatever price. Ambition, alleged corruption, and
greed is their potential Achilles’ heel. That is what caused the demise in 2012 of Mohammed
Bin Hammam, a Qatari national who headed the AFC and was a member of FIFA’s governing
council. Bin Hammam was banned for life by FIFA from involvement in soccer on charges of
‘conflict  of  interest’that  related  to  both  Qatar’s  World  Cup  and  his  own campaign  in  2010
-2011 to become FIFA president.

If the Qatar World Cup – given the controversy swirling around it and the fact that the World
Cup has become a geopolitical football – ultimately leads to an honest and open debate
about the relationship of politics and sports, Qatar, unwittingly rather than deliberately, will
have made a fundamental contribution to a healthier governance of sports in general, and
soccer in particular.
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