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Reforming football governance
On 26 February 2016, FIFA's member associations elected the new FIFA president, and approved a
package of reforms prompted by widespread corruption allegations against world football’s
governing body. But many question whether this will be enough to bring about real change.

Background
Football governance has a pyramid structure, with the Zurich-based 'Fédération Internationale de Football
Association' (FIFA) at the top, its 209 member associations at the bottom, and in the middle, the six
continental confederations to which they belong. FIFA is registered as an association under Swiss law. Its
core tasks, as enshrined in its statutes, include developing, promoting and protecting the game of football
globally; drawing up regulations and ensuring their enforcement; and organising international
championships, of which the FIFA World Cup is the most emblematic. The commercial exploitation of the
event, initiated in the 1970s, has changed FIFA's role significantly. The substantial revenues derived from the
sale of television, marketing, hospitality and licensing rights for this flagship tournament (amounting to over
US$4.8 billion in the case of the 2014 World Cup, for instance) have not only turned FIFA into a powerful
economic player, but have also allowed the organisation to become an essential sponsor of its member
associations (notably under the financial assistance programme) and their football development projects.
The huge amounts of money involved, combined with the financially significant decisions FIFA is entrusted
with (choice of host venues for competitions, awarding of marketing contracts) have also created fertile
ground for corrupt practices. The organisation has regularly been involved in corruption cases, including the
recent allegations of bribery in the process of awarding the hosting of the 2018 and 2022 World Cups (to
Russia and Qatar respectively), as well as accusations of financial wrongdoing by football officials, spanning
more than two decades, currently under investigation. These recurring scandals have highlighted the difficulty
to reform FIFA from within, while prompting questions as to how it could be held to account from outside.

What makes reforms so difficult
FIFA is answerable to its 209 member associations, many of which depend on the funds allocated by the
organisation to finance their day-to-day operations. Each association, regardless of its size, has one vote at
the FIFA Congress, or supreme legislative body, responsible inter alia for electing FIFA's President and ruling
on modifications to the statutes. Numerous observers have pointed to the patronage system put in place
under the past two presidents, and in particular, to the strategic use of football development funds as a lever
for votes. For many associations, there is little incentive to bring in genuine change.
FIFA's accountability to the outside world, as shown by a 2013 research paper, is limited to Swiss law, under
which the association is incorporated, and to sponsors. FIFA has grown into a global authority able to
confront states (imposing its terms for the hosting of tournaments, for instance) and to discourage national
governments from intervening, at their level, in the governance system of football. Articles 13 and 17 of its
statutes, forbidding interference of third parties in the affairs of national football associations, provide a
strong disincentive, since non-compliance with these rules could lead to the suspension of the member
association concerned (which would prevent the national team from participating in international
tournaments). Experts have therefore underlined the need for new counter-balances to FIFA's power, seeing
a role for the European Union (EU). Clubs, players and fans can also act as powerful drivers of change.

Calls for reform and external pressures on FIFA
Amidst the corruption crisis surrounding FIFA, more and more voices have been raised urging in-depth and
genuine reforms within the football governing body. A campaign for 'a new FIFA now' was launched in
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January 2015 by a coalition of stakeholders led by European and British parliamentarians. Their call for
independent oversight of FIFA's reform process is supported, among others, by organisations such as
Transparency International, long active in the fight against corruption; the International Trade Union
Confederation (ITUC); football supporters’ groups; and five of FIFA's main sponsors.
In its resolution from June 2015 on revelations on high-level corruption cases in FIFA, the European
Parliament, which has repeatedly called for a zero-tolerance policy on corruption in sport, expressly
supported the idea of a reform commission overseen by an independent authority, advocated by New FIFA
Now. It stressed that reforms should aim to bring transparency, accountability and to ensure open, balanced
and democratic decision-making processes within FIFA, including in the election of a new president.
Specific recommendations to reform football governance and FIFA were also formulated by the Council of
Europe (CoE). Its Parliamentary Assembly adopted a resolution in 2015 in which it urged FIFA to hold a new
vote for the award of the 2022 World Cup. It asked the CoE member states to set a legal framework inciting
sports organisations to fight corruption, including provisions to ensure the application of transparent
accounting and budgetary rules to those managing huge sums, and the criminalisation of private corruption.
Practical solutions proposed by observers and experts to eradicate the source of corruption include a greater
separation between FIFA's charitable activities and the commercial organisation of the World Cup; and a
system of auctions for the awarding of hosting rights for such major tournaments (until now done through a
vote by FIFA's Executive Committee, composed of representatives from each of the six confederations).

Recent developments
Put under pressure, notably by the Council of Europe’s Group of States against Corruption (GRECO),
Switzerland is introducing a series of legal measures to fight corruption that would affect Swiss-based sports
federations. As part of this package, dubbed 'Lex FIFA', Swiss parliamentarians passed a bill in September
2015 against bribery in the private sector, making it an automatic criminal offence for anyone to give or
accept bribes, but with prosecutions being automatic only for serious cases of corruption.
In December 2015, the Reform Committee appointed by FIFA, gathering representatives of the six
confederations, presented its recommendations and principles for reform. These include, for instance,
clearer separation between the political and management functions of FIFA; greater financial transparency
and control; term limits and integrity checks. Seen by some as a move in the right direction, the package has
also been strongly criticised, inter alia for failing to address the lack of involvement of stakeholders in
football governance. Beyond that, the core question is whether reforms from inside the organisation can
bring about a real change of culture at FIFA, especially since the last governance reform process (2011-2013)
delivered limited progress. For some, such a change can only come with external pressure and legal control.
On 26 February 2016, the 207 members of FIFA's Congress entitled to vote (2 are currently suspended)
approved the reform package, and elected UEFA General Secretary, Gianni Infantino, President of FIFA.

FIFA's members
While media and public attention is currently focussed on FIFA and the presidential elections, the role and
responsibility of member associations cannot be under-estimated. Part of the governance problem in
football also lies with them. A 2015 report by Transparency International reveals that 81% of the associations
have no publicly available financial records, and 85% no activity accounts of what they do, making it difficult
to determine how they spend the funds allocated by FIFA, as well as their own revenues. These findings
highlight the importance of implementing bottom-up and top-down reforms concurrently.

The promotion of good governance in the European Union's sports policy

Improving governance in sport is among the key priorities of EU sports policy. However, the supporting
competence conferred upon the EU in the area of sport (Articles 6 and 165 TFEU) does not give it the power to
legislate in that field. The EU role is one of coordination, assistance and guidance. Tools at its disposal include in
particular recommendations and incentive measures, i.e. provision of funding in support of sports-related goals.
Several projects specifically aimed at enhancing sports governance already benefited from EU support as
preparatory actions. In 2014-2020, the Erasmus+ sports chapter, endowed with a budget of around €265 million,
is taking over in funding such initiatives, in particular those that help promote the EU principles on good
governance in sport (presented in 2013). One of the most recently launched projects in relation to good
governance is a two-year collaborative partnership, 'Clubs and supporters for better governance in football'.
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