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SUMMARY 
Sport has a growing impact both on the European Union (EU) economy and on society as a whole. 
Over 7 million people work in sport-related jobs, and sport-related goods and services amount to 
nearly 3 % of total EU gross value added. 

It was not until 2009, with the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty, that the Union received a clear 
mandate to build up and implement an EU-coordinated sports policy supported by a specific 
budget, and to develop cooperation with international bodies in the area of sport.  

However, EU competence in sport is limited and only allows the EU to support, coordinate or 
complement sports policy measures taken by national governments. This rules out the adoption of 
legislation or any other legally binding measure. The EU has therefore opted to act via 'soft' policy 
tools, such as guidelines, recommendations and – most importantly – funding, to support its sport-
related objectives.  

Over the years, the EU has been actively involved in tackling transnational issues such as doping, 
match-fixing and lack of physical activity. In recent years, various health-related EU initiatives have 
grown increasingly popular. In 2018, the European Week of Sport attracted nearly 14 million people 
to over 50 000 events across Europe, with the Western Balkans and the countries from the Eastern 
Partnership joining the initiative in 2019. The #BeActive Night, a new feature first introduced in 2018, 
will continue encouraging participants to discover and try the different sports activities available in 
their area. 

None of this would have been possible without the introduction of a specific budget for sport, in 
which the European Parliament played a key role. As the popularity of sport-related initiatives grows, 
so do the Commission's plans and ambitions for the broader role of sport in society. The executive's 
proposal for the 2021-2027 Erasmus programme confirms this ambition. Accordingly, the amount 
available for Erasmus would be doubled, to reach €30 billion, with €550 million dedicated to sport. 
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Background 
Sport plays a vital role, not only in individual health and fitness, but also in shaping wider society. It 
can improve general wellbeing and help overcome wider societal issues such as racism, social 
exclusion and gender inequality. Crucially, sport provides significant economic benefits across the 
European Union (EU) and is an important tool in the EU's external relations. 

Over 7 million people work in sport-related jobs (equivalent to 3.5 % of total EU employment), and 
sport-related goods and services amount to €294 billion (or nearly 3 % of total EU gross value 
added). Sport can also directly and indirectly impact regional development and cohesion and can 
be a very valuable way of engaging with a variety of social groups.  

In some areas, sport and physical activity can make virtually unique contributions, for instance, in 
getting through to marginalised and alienated groups with whom other schemes have failed to 
engage. At the same time, it can also be associated with advanced forms of economic development, 
making use of sports science and cutting-edge training facilities, as well as making a contribution to 
resolving societal challenges such as obesity-related health issues. Interestingly, large-scale sports 
events can help develop the tourist offer, increasing employment opportunities and lengthening 
the tourist season. Sports businesses are also a significant element in many local economies.   

Growing importance of sports policy 
The EU's definition of sport was originally developed by the Council of Europe in its Sports Charter. 
It encompasses 'all forms of physical activity which, through casual or organised participation, aim 
at expressing or improving physical fitness and mental wellbeing, forming social relationships or 
obtaining results in competition at all levels'. 

Before the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, the EU had no direct responsibility for sport, 
meaning that it could not conduct or finance a specific EU policy in this area. This is not to say, 
however, that there was no interaction between the EU and the sports world, quite the contrary. For 
one thing, EU competences in areas such as the single market and competition policy, and its 
policies and programmes in fields closely related to sport, such as education, health, youth or social 
inclusion, have had, and continue to have a significant impact on 
sport. In addition, the EU approach to sport has been shaped by 
various European Court of Justice (ECJ) rulings, which, as a result 
of the growing economic significance of professional sport, has 
increasingly had to deal with sports-related cases. Experts argue 
that the most emblematic of these, the Bosman case (see box), 
pushed sport higher up the EU agenda by clarifying EU 
involvement in sports regulation.  

The broader policy context for sport at EU level was framed by the 
Lisbon Treaty, through which the EU first obtained a specific 
competence allowing it to build up and implement a coordinated 
sports policy, and provide a dedicated budget for sport. However, 
the competence attributed to the EU under Article 6 of the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) is a supporting one. In 
practice, this means that the EU can only act through 'soft' policies 
– such as dialogue, policy cooperation, the development of guidelines and recommendations – as 
opposed to using its legislative powers. Similarly, Article 165 TFEU, listing the aims of EU sports 
policy, only allows for incentive measures and recommendations, explicitly excluding any 
harmonisation of the laws and regulations of EU countries. The task assigned to the EU by the Treaty 
is to 'contribute to the promotion of European sporting issues' and to 'develop the European 
dimension in sport', in particular through the promotion of fairness and openness in sporting 
competitions and cooperation between bodies responsible for sports, and the protection of the 

Bosman case 
The decision handed down by the ECJ in 
1995 on the landmark case brought by 
Belgian football player Jean-Marc 
Bosman, led to an overhaul of the 
players' transfer system in the EU. It 
substantially affected the world of 
professional football, giving players the 
right to move to another club at the end 
of their contract, without any transfer fee 
being required. The ruling also banned 
restrictions on clubs signing foreign 
players in the EU.  
 

http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/sport/library/studies/study-contribution-spors-economic-growth-final-rpt.pdf
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/bfb8998e-9a86-11e6-9bca-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-search
https://rm.coe.int/16804c9dbb
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1556267333177&uri=CELEX:12016ME/TXT
http://aei.pitt.edu/52355/1/A7258res.pdf
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/documents.jsf?text=sport&oqp=&for=&mat=or&lgrec=fr&jge=&td=%3BALL&jur=C%2CT%2CF&page=1&dates=&pcs=Oor&lg=&pro=&nat=or&cit=none%252CC%252CCJ%252CR%252C2008E%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252Ctrue%252Cfalse%252Cfalse&language=en&avg=&cid=10239
https://www.entsportslawjournal.com/articles/10.16997/eslj.73/
http://curia.europa.eu/juris/liste.jsf?oqp=&for=&mat=or&lgrec=fr&jge=&td=%3BALL&jur=C%2CT%2CF&num=C-415%252F93&page=1&dates=&pcs=Oor&lg=&pro=&nat=or&cit=none%252CC%252CCJ%252CR%252C2008E%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252C%252Ctrue%252Cfalse%252Cfalse&language=en&avg=&cid=3980979
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1556267556882&uri=CELEX:12016E006
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1556267606326&uri=CELEX:12016E165
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physical and moral integrity of sportspeople. Additionally, the EU’s scope for intervention is limited 
by the need to take the specific nature of sport into account and to respect the autonomy of sport's 
governing structures. 

A specificity to preserve 
The term 'specificity of sport' refers to the long-
running debate about the application of EU law 
requirements – such as competition and free 
movement, for example – to sports, and the existence 
of a 'sporting exception', a legal concept established 
and developed through ECJ rulings and the 
decisional practice of the European Commission, 
notably as regards competition rules.  

Practitioners claim that sport's inherent 
characteristics set it apart from other economic and 
social activities and can 'justify a tailored application 
of European law and policies'. Recognised in the 
European Council's Declaration on the specific 
characteristics of sport, and further clarified in the 
2007 white paper on sport, the specificity of European 
sport is twofold. On the one hand, there is the 
specificity of sporting activities and rules (including 
the 'rules of the game' and selection criteria for sports competitions) and on the other, there is the 
specificity of a sport’s structure (i.e. a 'monopolistic' pyramid structure, with a single national 
association per sport and per EU country, operating under the umbrella of a single European and a 
single worldwide federation – see Figure 1). Importantly, the white paper made it clear that the 
recognition of this specificity can in no way be interpreted as a blanket exemption from the 
application of EU law, and that assessment of the compatibility of sporting rules with EU law can 
only be made on a case-by-case basis.  

This approach was however viewed as a source of legal uncertainty by sports federations and 
organisations for which the specificity of sport is intrinsically linked to the governance of sport and 
the autonomy of sports governing bodies in regulating and organising their respective disciplines. 
They therefore welcomed its inclusion in the Treaty1 and sought to provide guidance for its 
interpretation.2  

Nevertheless, the debate on the specificity and autonomy of sport, which, from the sports 
authorities' point of view is deeply intertwined with the question of the legitimacy of EU 
intervention in sport regulation and governance, is far from over. It seems that EU activities in this 
respect will be closely scrutinised in the years to come.3 

Policy tools 
As the Treaties rule out the adoption of legislation or any other legally binding measure on sport, 
the EU uses 'soft' policy tools, such as dialogue, cooperation and funding for projects, networks, 
studies, surveys and events.  

Cooperation at EU level  
European cooperation on sports policy is guided by three-year EU work plans on sport, which bring 
together EU countries, the presidencies of the Council, and the Commission, to work on key issues 
and provide a framework for political coordination. The first EU work plan on sport was published in 
2011, to respond to the need for deepened cooperation following inclusion of sport in the list of EU 
competences. After a generally positive assessment of its implementation, this was followed by a 

Figure 1 – The pyramid structure of sport  
 

 

Data source: European Commission, White Paper 
on sport, 2007. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.entsportslawjournal.com/articles/10.16997/eslj.73/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/nice2_en.htm#an4www.europarl.europa.eu/summits/nice2_en.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52007DC0391&from=EN
http://ec.europa.eu/competition/publications/cpn/2007_3_6.pdf#page=2
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2011.162.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2011:162:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1567581892225&uri=CELEX:52014DC0022
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52007DC0391&from=EN#page=14
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52007DC0391&from=EN#page=14
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second, and more recently by a third work plan. This latest edition sets out the key topics to be 
addressed by EU countries and the Commission by 2020: i.e. the integrity of sport, the economic 
dimension of sport, and sport and society.  

To support implementation of the work plans, the Commission set up Expert Groups. Each group 
– which includes experts appointed by the EU countries willing to participate – covers pre-defined 
areas related to sports policy and has its own work schedule, with specific tasks to fulfil and results 
to deliver. Progress is regularly reported to the Council working structures.4 Some of the results 
achieved within the Expert Groups serve as a basis for Council conclusions. Two such groups are still 
active in the current period – 'Integrity and skills' and 'Workforce development in sport'. They benefit 
from Commission expertise, logistical and secretarial support. The Commission also ensures the 
follow-up to the outcome of the two High Level Groups, on 'Sport diplomacy' and 'Grassroots 
sport', which delivered their respective reports in 2016. The groups are composed of experienced 
personalities with various backgrounds, including academics, former athletes, representatives of 
major sports organisations and think-thanks, as well as politicians having exercised high-level 
responsibilities in the field of sport. 

Cooperation at international level 
The EU carries out many projects in the field of education and sport with international organisations, 
such as the Council of Europe. One recent example is the Pro Safe Sport + project aimed at 
combatting sexual harassment and abuse against children in sport. It was implemented in the 
framework of the Enlarged Partial Agreement on Sport of the Council of Europe (see box below) in 
cooperation with the European Commission and other stakeholders. 

The Council of Europe and sport 

Sport was included in the institutional framework of the Council of Europe (CoE) through the creation of the 
Steering Committee for the Development of Sport in 1976. That year also marked the adoption of the 
European Sport for All Charter. Since then, numerous recommendations, declarations, resolutions and 
conventions have been adopted, including strategic documents such as the European Convention on 
Spectator Violence (1985), the 'Anti-Doping Convention' (1989), the European Sport Charter and the Code of 
sports ethics (1992, revised in 2001).  

In May 2007, the Council of Europe established the Enlarged Partial Agreement on Sport (EPAS), designed as 
a platform for intergovernmental sports cooperation between the public authorities of its member states, and 
for dialogue between these authorities and sports federations and non-governmental organisations making 
up its consultative committee. In 2019, EPAS counts 37 member countries (including 18 EU countries). It 
notably prepared the new Convention on the Manipulation of Sports Competitions (2014), and various 
recommendations adopted by the CoE's Committee of Ministers concerning the autonomy of the sports 
movement, sports ethics or the protection of young athletes from dangers linked to migration. EPAS also 
supports the organisation of the CoE's Conference of Ministers responsible for Sport.  

Stakeholders' opinions matter 
EU-level dialogue with the sports movement, formalised by the white paper on sport, takes several 
forms, the most visible of which is the annual EU Sport Forum, organised and financed by the 
European Commission. Providing the opportunity to debate topical sports issues and to present EU-
funded projects to allow for mutual learning, the Forum attracts representatives from international 
and European sports federations, the Olympic movement, European and national sports umbrella 
organisations and other sports-related organisations. 

Other structured dialogue platforms organised by the Commission include the Expert Groups, in 
which sports stakeholders can request observer status, high-level meetings between the EU 
Commissioner in charge of sports and leading representatives of the sports movement and 
conferences and events on sports-related issues. 

Similarly, high-profile representatives of the sports movement, the Council, the European 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:42014Y0614(03)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1567583343452&uri=CELEX:42017Y0615(01)
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/pss/objectives-pss-plus
https://rm.coe.int/16804c9dbb
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/120
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/120
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/135
https://rm.coe.int/16804c9dbb
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805cecaa
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805cecaa
https://www.coe.int/en/web/sport/epas
https://www.coe.int/en/web/sport/member-states
https://www.coe.int/en/web/sport/about-the-convention-on-the-manipulation-of-sports-competitions
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/news/eu-sport-forum-2019-coming-soon_en
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Commission, and the European Parliament regularly gather for an informal discussion sometimes 
referred to as 'structured dialogue lunch'.  

Although not institutionalised, dialogue with sports stakeholders in the European Parliament takes 
place on a regular basis, for example in the framework of committee hearings or workshops on 
sport-related issues or informal exchanges of views within the Sport Intergroup. The Members of 
the intergroup have tackled a broad variety of issues, including: empowering women through sport; 
human rights and mega-sports events; the manipulation of sports competitions; racism and 
discrimination in football; and sport and regional development. 

Funding for projects and networks 
Since 2009, upon an initiative of the European Parliament, funds were allocated for sports policy 
under what are known as preparatory actions. As the name suggests, preparatory actions are 
designed to prepare for the further adoption of legislation or programmes. From 2009 to 2013, 
88 such actions were funded, with a budget of €37 million.  

As intended, preparatory actions paved the way for a broader funding stream under the seven-year 
Erasmus+ programme – the EU programme for education, training, youth and sport for the 
2014-2020 period. In 2017, the Council adopted a new three-year EU work plan for sport. With the 
support of the European Parliament, funding for sport is now available for the first time in the form 
of a specific chapter in Erasmus+. The allocation – corresponding to less than 2 % of its global 
budget – amounts to some €266 million over the entire period and serves to fund a range of projects 
(see Figures 2 and 3).  

Figure 2 – Erasmus + funded sport projects 
 

 
 

Data source: European Commission, Sport in the EU, 2015. 

Figure 3 – EU financial support for sport 

 

Data source: European Commission, Sport in the EU, 
2015. 

 

These funds are intended to support collaborative partnerships, not-for-profit European sports 
events involving several countries, dialogue with relevant European stakeholders, studies, surveys 
or other forms of data collection to feed decision- and policy-making. 

Collaborative partnerships allow development, transfer and implementation of innovative 
practices in different areas relating to sports and physical activity between organisations and actors 
within and outwith sports policy. They strive in particular to combat doping at grassroots level, 
notably in recreational environments such as amateur sports and fitness. Other activities include 
prevention and awareness-raising among stakeholders involved in the fight against match fixing 
and innovative approaches to tackle violence, racism and intolerance in sport.  

The aim of not-for-profit European sports events is to increase participation in sport, physical 
activity and voluntary activities. The events are also designed to raise awareness of the role of sport 
in the promotion of social inclusion, equal opportunities and health. 

https://www.facebook.com/sportsintergroup/
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/files/organisation-and-rules/organisation/intergroups/legislative-list-of-member-sports.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2008-0198+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/programmes/pppa
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/6ad66a07-a49f-11e5-b528-01aa75ed71a1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1567586086170&uri=CELEX:32013R1288
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A42017Y0615%2801%29
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/home/erasmus-plus/actions/sport
http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/sport/library/documents/eu-sport-factsheet_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/sport/library/documents/eu-sport-factsheet_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/resources/programme-guide#page=222
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/organisations/sport/collaborative-partnerships_en
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/not-profit-european-sport-events_en
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/opportunities/not-profit-european-sport-events_en
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Projects supported under the Erasmus+ programme in the field of sport currently include 
547 collaborative partnerships and 54 not-for-profit European sports events (some of which have 
already come to an end).  

Integration of migrants through sport 

Social inclusion is among the EU's top priorities. By bringing people together, building communities and 
fighting xenophobia and racism, sport has the potential to make an important contribution to the integration 
of migrants in the EU. The European Commission facilitates the exchange of good practices on the topic, and 
promotes projects and networks for social inclusion of migrants through the European structural and 
investment funds and the Erasmus+ programme. Such projects include, for example, the European sport 
inclusion network and Social inclusion and volunteering in sports clubs in Europe. 

Promoting physical activity 
The World Health Organization (WHO) identifies 
physical inactivity as the fourth risk factor for global 
mortality, provoking 6 % of cases of coronary heart 
disease, 7 % of type 2 diabetes, 10 % of breast cancer 
and 10 % of colon cancer – causing an estimated 
3.2 million deaths globally. 

Worryingly, the results of the 2018 Eurobarometer 
survey on sport and physical activity show that nearly 
half of respondents (46 %) never exercise or play 
sport (see Map 1) – up 7 % from 2009. Moreover, data 
from research based on WHO estimates reveal that a 
quarter of European adults and four-fifths of 
European adolescents are insufficiently active. The 
report also affirms that each year, physical inactivity 
claims over 500 000 lives across Europe and 
generates more than €80 billion in economic costs 
for the EU-28. This amount represents 6.2 % of all 
European health spending, €5 billion more than the 
annual global spend on cancer drugs, and half of 
Ireland or Portugal's annual GDP. Conservative 
estimates put the annual cost of physical inactivity in 
2030 at over €125 billion (in 2012 prices).  

The European week of sport is part of the EU 
response to physical inactivity. The idea originated in 
the 2012 European Parliament resolution on the 
European dimension in sport, which recommended 
creation of a large-scale annual event to raise 
awareness about the role and benefits of sport and 
physical activity.  

This EU-wide initiative is led by the European 
Commission and implemented at EU, national, 
regional and local levels, with the help of national 
coordinators and in partnership with sports 
organisations and stakeholders. The European week of sport is organised on an annual basis, with 
funding from Erasmus+, following a fixed calendar (the last week of September). High-profile 
sportspeople act as ambassadors to promote the week during flagship events. The first edition of 
the European week of sport took place in 2015 and was positively received. In 2018, nearly 14 million 
Europeans participated in over 50 000 events in 35 countries across Europe.  

WHO physical activity guidelines 

In 2002, the WHO recommended a minimum of 
150 minutes of physical activity per week for adults 
and 60 minutes per day for children. Following up on 
its 2007 white paper on sport, in 2008, the European 
Commission developed the EU physical activity 
guidelines proposing concrete policy-related actions 
based on the WHO recommendations. In a further 
effort to expand the monitoring and surveillance of 
physical activity in EU countries, the Commission 
provided an overview in 2018, through country 
factsheets, the results of which show wide differences 
among Member States. 

Map 1 – Physical inactivity in the EU 

 

Data source: Sport and physical activity, Special 
Eurobarometer 472, TNS opinion & social, 2018. 

https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/projects/eplus-projects-compendium/
https://sportinclusion.net/
https://sportinclusion.net/
https://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/C_Isc/Forskningsprojekter/SIVSCE
https://www.who.int/news-room/facts-in-pictures/detail/physical-activity
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673612610319
http://www.who.int/topics/physical_activity/en/
https://www.google.be/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=2ahUKEwjeho_N8KziAhXGIlAKHY7OAOcQFjAAegQIBhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Fcommfrontoffice%2Fpublicopinion%2Findex.cfm%2FResultDoc%2Fdownload%2FDocumentKy%2F82432&usg=AOvVaw3UlxuZQoGYPo1dxkheCc0e
https://inactivity-time-bomb.nowwemove.com/download-report/The%20Economic%20Costs%20of%20Physical%20Inactivity%20in%20Europe%20(June%202015).pdf#page=7
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2012-0025+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/week/
http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/sport/library/documents/ewos-2015-evaluation-report_en.pdf
http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/286753/physical-activity-daily-life.pdf?ua=1
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1474273719080&uri=CELEX:52007DC0391
http://ec.europa.eu/sport/library/policy_documents/eu-physical-activity-guidelines-2008_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/sport/library/policy_documents/eu-physical-activity-guidelines-2008_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/news/2018/factsheets-countries-promoting-physical-activity_en
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/news/2018/factsheets-countries-promoting-physical-activity_en
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/survey/getsurveydetail/instruments/special/surveyky/2164
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A European week of sport spin-off – the European school sport day® – first initiated in 2015, takes 
place on 27 September 2019. So far, it has drawn more than 2.5 million participants and 8 500 
schools from 20 countries. To take part in the sport day, students need to #BeActive for at least 
120 minutes – run, walk, skip or dance the distance of the given year (i.e. 2 019 metres in 2019).  

Finally, in the past two years, EU funds to promote healthy lifestyles have increased steadily. For 
example, the budget to support projects promoting physical activity under the Sport chapter of the 
Erasmus+ programme almost doubled from €6 million in 2017 to almost €11 million in 2019. Under 
the EU promotion of EU farm products policy 2019, €8 million is dedicated to supporting healthy 
eating campaigns. In addition, the third EU health programme co-funds a joint action to share best 
practices in the field of nutrition between EU countries with a €6 million contribution. 

Preserving sport's integrity 
Fighting doping: keeping sport safe and fair 
Background 
Doping represents a threat to sport in several respects. It constitutes a serious violation of its ethical 
values and of sporting principles such as fair play, it tarnishes the public image of sport, and, last but 
not least, endangers sportsmen’s and sportswomen's health. Doping in professional sport has a long 
history, with high-profile cases regularly hitting the headlines.5 Over time, doping has evolved from 
an isolated act performed by an individual sportsperson to an organised practice at team level. 
Worryingly, experts see a correlation between growing financial stakes in high-level sport and the 
spread of performance-enhancing substances and techniques. 

Responsibility for the fight against doping lies primarily with sports organisations and public 
authorities. The former are charged with conducting testing, providing education programmes, and 
disciplining those who breach anti-doping rules, while the latter are responsible, among other 
things, for facilitating doping controls and supporting national testing programmes, taking 
measures against manufacturing and trafficking, and funding anti-doping education and research. 

International cooperation in anti-doping matters was long limited to the Council of Europe, which 
was also at the origin of the first international legally binding instrument in the field: the 
Anti-Doping Convention (1989). The drive towards harmonisation of anti-doping efforts gained 
momentum in the aftermath of the 1998 Tour de France scandal,6 with the creation of the 
World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) and the development of the World Anti-Doping Code, which 
entered into force in 2004. 
 

The World Anti-Doping Agency 
The World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA), based in Montreal, was founded in 1999 in Lausanne under an 
initiative of the International Olympic Committee (IOC), with the aim of promoting and coordinating the fight 
against doping in sport internationally. Set up as a Swiss private-law foundation, it is composed and funded 
equally by the sports movement and public authorities.  

Besides scientific research, education and development of anti-doping capacities, WADA's main activities 
involve monitoring of the World Anti-Doping Code (WADC), which harmonises anti-doping policies and rules 
within sports organisations and among public authorities all over the world. It also clarifies the role and 
responsibilities of stakeholders at all levels, from athletes to the IOC, national and regional anti-doping 
agencies and international federations.  

As the code is a non-governmental document that applies only to members of sports organisations and is not 
legally binding for public authorities, governments signalled, by signing the Copenhagen declaration on 
anti-doping in sport, their intention to formally recognise and implement the code through an international 
treaty that would provide the necessary legal framework. It took the form of the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco)7 International Convention against Doping in Sport, adopted in 2005.  

http://www.essd.eu/
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-19-3028_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/market-measures/promotion-eu-farm-products_en
https://ec.europa.eu/health/funding/programme_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:51999DC0643
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2219897/
https://www.wada-ama.org/en/anti-doping-community
https://www.coe.int/en/web/impact-convention-human-rights/anti-doping-convention#/
https://www.wada-ama.org/en/who-we-are
https://www.olympic.org/the-ioc
https://www.wada-ama.org/sites/default/files/resources/files/wada-2015-world-anti-doping-code.pdf
https://www.wada-ama.org/en/resources/world-anti-doping-program/unesco-international-convention-against-doping-in-sport
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EU action 
The rationale for EU action in the field of doping clearly lies in the transnational nature of the issue. 
However, from the foregoing, it appears that other actors, such as WADA, the Council of Europe, 
Unesco and the individual EU countries, hold a prominent place in anti-doping policy worldwide. 
This raises the question as to where EU intervention might fit in this configuration.  

EU action is guided by the need to foster convergence between the different approaches and 
coordinate the various actions taken to combat doping, identified by the European Parliament as 
early as 1998.8 In the international context, the EU seeks to strengthen unity between its Member 
States and to speak with one voice in international fora, as indicated by initiatives such as the 2010 
Council conclusions on the role of the EU in the international fight against doping, calling for 
coordination of EU and Member State positions under the responsibility of the Council presidency; 
the 2011 Council resolution aimed at implementing a new system for EU representation in WADA's 
Foundation Board; and the EU revisions to the World Anti-Doping Code, submitted in 2012. In the 
EU context, the focus is on the exchange of information and best practices, both as regards 
law-enforcement, and the health and prevention dimensions of the fight against doping. 

EU participation in WADA 
Together with its Member States and the Council of Europe, the EU played an active part in WADA's creation, 
insisting on the Agency's independence, transparency and accountability. Initially, the European Community 
was represented on the Foundation Board, WADA's supreme decision-making body, by the President-in-office 
of the Council and a member of the European Commission, and a Community contribution to WADA's 
operating budget was envisaged as from 2002.  

However, considering that the legal and political conditions had not been met, in 2001, the Commission 
announced that the EU (as a body) would not participate in the future functioning or financing of WADA. The 
EU is therefore represented on the Board by individual EU countries (currently Belgium, Portugal, and 
Romania). EU Member States contribute individually to WADA's budget. Coordination of their financial 
commitments towards WADA takes place within the Council of Europe. 

It is also within this framework, more specifically in the Council of Europe's ad hoc European Committee for 
the World Anti-Doping Agency, that the European continent's positions are coordinated prior to WADA 
meetings. The agency is structured on a continental basis and the Council of Europe has two seats on its 
Foundation Board. 

In July 2019, Europol, together with Interpol, the Joint Research Centre, the European Anti-Fraud 
Office, the World Anti-Doping Agency, 23 EU countries and 10 third-party countries, joined forces in 
operation 'Viribus' for a large-scale crackdown on the trafficking of doping materials and counterfeit 
medicines. Led by the Italian Carabinieri and the Financial Unit of the Hellenic Police (Ελληνική 
Αστυνομία), this was the largest operation of this kind to date. It resulted in the seizure of 3.8 million 
illicit doping substances and counterfeit medicines, dismantling of 17 organised groups, closure of 
9 underground labs, the arrest of 234 suspects and 839 judicial cases.  

Match-fixing: the plague that kills sport 
Background 
Despite having been identified as an issue as far back as the Olympic Games in ancient Greece in 
388 BC, experts argue that match-fixing (i.e. the manipulation of results of sporting contests, or 
elements within a game, match or race) – along with doping, hooliganism and racism – is one of the 
most serious problems facing sport in the 21st century. An Interpol estimate for the 2011-2013 
period indicates that, for football alone, match-fixing has been reported in between 60 and 
80 countries (see Map 2). 

Globalisation has further aggravated the phenomenon, with transnational criminal organisations 
taking advantage of changes in regulations, flaws in legal and judicial systems, the opening-up of 
borders and the growth of free trade.  

https://www.entsportslawjournal.com/articles/10.16997/eslj.101/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2010.324.01.0018.01.ENG&toc=OJ:C:2010:324:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:42011Y1220(01)
https://www.wada-ama.org/en/who-we-are/governance/foundation-board
https://www.europol.europa.eu/newsroom/news/keeping-sport-safe-and-fair-38-million-doping-substances-and-fake-medicines-seized-worldwide
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/ancient-history-cheating-olympics-180960003/
https://www.gamingintelligence.com/legal/25395-fraud-detection-system-the-solution-to-match-fixing-says-sportradar
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-matchfixing/up-to-80-countries-a-year-hit-by-soccer-match-fixing-interpol-idUSKBN0H519820140910
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Revelations about the ramifications of the 'Kelong Kings', a criminal syndicate from Singapore, 
highlighted the global nature of the problem, prompting the then Interpol Secretary-General, 
Ronald K. Noble, to comment that it requires a 'global and holistic' response. In 2014, this led the 
Union of European Football Associations (UEFA), the governing body of European football, and 
Europol, the EU's law-enforcement agency, to pool efforts to fight match-fixing practices.  

Research shows that match-fixing is the most common type of corruption in sport across 
EU countries. Two types of match-fixing exist: betting-related match-fixing (with the primary aim 
of achieving an economic gain) and sports-related match-fixing (motivated essentially by the 
desire to qualify for a competition). The former has attracted greater focus, mainly due to the 
substantial sums involved. Interpol suggests that sports-related betting attracts US$1 trillion a year, 
with nearly three quarters of that sum gambled on football. A case in point for the latter is the 'end-
of-season-phenomenon', when deals are made to avoid relegation to a lower division. While 
economic benefits are not necessarily the primary objective in this case, at a later stage, maintaining 
a position in a higher division may have substantial financial consequences in terms of television 
rights or sponsorship contracts, for example. Also, club executives have wider obligations, 
particularly in terms of the financial profitability of their teams. 

Even though certain sports seem particularly affected by match-fixing (notably cricket, football, and 
tennis), cases also occur in badminton, boxing, basketball, handball, horse racing, snooker, sumo 
wrestling, and volleyball.  

Map 2 – Global distribution of reported cases of manipulation of sports competitions 2012-2014 

 
   Source: Sorbonne-International Centre for Sport Security (ICSS), Fight against the manipulation of sports competitions, 2014. 

 

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/-the-noose-is-getting-tighter--singapore--kelong-king--wilson-ra-7636924
https://www.interpol.int/en/News-and-Events/News/2012/Keeping-sport-clean-needs-enhanced-policing-and-prevention-INTERPOL-Chief-tells-summit
http://www.uefa.com/MultimediaFiles/Download/uefaorg/MatchFixPrev/02/11/15/62/2111562_DOWNLOAD.pdf
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/71c67c33-1dff-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1
http://www.bbc.com/news/business-19885290
http://ec.europa.eu/sport/library/studies/study-sports-fraud-final-version_en.pdf#page=10
http://www.theguardian.com/sport/2016/jan/19/thami-tsolekile-south-africa-cricket-match-fixing-ram-slam
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-32793892
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/culture-media-and-sport-committee/match-fixing-in-tennis/oral/29768.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/olympics/badminton/9443922/Badminton-pairs-expelled-from-London-2012-Olympics-after-match-fixing-scandal.html
http://www.newyorker.com/news/sporting-scene/fixing-the-olympics-azerbaijans-boxing-scandal
http://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/nba/2015/09/07/south-korean-basketball-players-suspected-of-match-fixing/71863322/
http://www.english.rfi.fr/sports/20150711-french-handball-player-found-guilty-match-fixing
http://www.smh.com.au/sport/horseracing/aces-high-race-fixing-probe-to-rock-industry-20120805-23o1s.html
http://www.theguardian.com/sport/2014/may/15/stephen-lee-fails-appeal-match-fixing
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/feb/03/sumo-wrestlers-admit-fixing-matches
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/feb/03/sumo-wrestlers-admit-fixing-matches
http://uk.reuters.com/article/volleyball-korea-ban-idUKL4E8DD1Y820120213
http://sorbonne-icss.univ-paris1.fr/presse/
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Policy responses to match-fixing in the EU 
It should be stressed that match-fixing cannot be penalised by way of criminal or administrative 
sanctions at EU level without a harmonisation instrument. The only such instrument in place is the 
2003 Framework Decision on combating corruption in the private sector which, however, leaves 
EU countries free to set levels of sanctions and penalties. EU countries are in particular required to 
penalise active and passive corruption with a penalty of a maximum of one to three years of 
imprisonment.  

At national level, various legal provisions allow sanctions 
against the manipulation of sports competitions.  

Germany has introduced two criminal provisions covering 
sports betting fraud and the manipulation of sports 
competitions, partly motivated by the Bochum case, one of 
the biggest scandals in football history.   

France has a legal framework in place since 2012, with two 
new articles introduced in the Criminal Code to include a 
specific reference to the manipulation of sports events on 
which bets have been placed. Previously, action was only 
possible based on a proven link with private corruption.   

In Italy, legislation has evolved significantly, and new 
provisions have widened the scope of existing legislation to 
include the confiscation of goods and properties connected 
to fixers since 2015.   

At EU level, the two agencies in charge of cross-border 
police and judicial cooperation – Europol and Eurojust – are 
also actively involved in the fight against match-fixing, 
mainly through the establishment of joint investigation 
teams.   

Europol – the EU's law enforcement agency – has a mandate 
comprising organised crime, terrorism and other forms of 
serious crime. However, it is primarily a support service and 
any operational action undertaken by Europol must be 
carried out in liaison and agreement with Member State 
authorities. The application of coercive measures continues 
to be exclusively a matter for the competence of national 
authorities.  

In 2014, Europol created a dedicated operational project 
under the name of Analysis project sports corruption to 
tackle organised crime groups involved in sports corruption 
and associated crimes, with the support of 14 Member States, 
two non-EU countries, and Interpol (see box). The project 
offers a unique platform to collect, exchange, analyse and 
disseminate criminal intelligence received from national law 
enforcement agencies and third parties regarding sports 
corruption related investigations. 

In 2014 Europol and UEFA signed a memorandum of 
understanding aimed at strengthening the fight against match-fixing in European football. 

Eurojust – the EU's judicial cooperation unit – is another institution with key relevance to the 
prosecution of sports corruption affecting two or more EU countries. It strives to strengthen judicial 

Making use of  
international police cooperation 

Interpol – the international criminal police 
organisation – has two units dealing with 
match-fixing – the 'Integrity in Sport Unit', 
working on capacity-building and 
prevention, and the 'Match-fixing Unit' in 
charge of operational support to member 
countries working on match-fixing 
investigation cases, as well as illegal and 
irregular betting across the globe. This 
happens through the Match-Fixing Task 
Force, which currently counts 83 member 
units (82 jurisdictions and Europol), with 
more than 120 national points of contact 
worldwide. The Task Force monitors media 
coverage of competition manipulation and 
compiles an overview of open source reports 
in a bi-weekly newsletter, which is shared 
with more than 3 000 parties. 

The European Parliament  
against match-fixing 

Parliament has given consideration to the 
issue in its various resolutions related to 
online gambling (2009 and 2011), match-
fixing and corruption in sport (2013), and on 
high-level corruption cases in the Fédération 
Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) 
(2015). Parliament has highlighted that 
online gambling 'is not a market like any 
other because of the risks involved regarding 
consumer protection and the fight against 
organised crime'. It has repeatedly called on 
sports organisations to adopt a zero 
tolerance policy on corruption and to set a 
'common definition of sport fraud and 
cheating'. 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1457018473997&uri=CELEX:32003F0568
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/index.cfm?do=groupDetail.groupDetailDoc&id=28471&no=1
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/sport/football/8500106/Match-fixing-Ante-Sapina-co-operating-with-authorities-as-the-enormity-of-the-operation-hits-home.html
https://www.europol.europa.eu/content/page/mandate-119
https://www.europol.europa.eu/crime-areas-and-trends/crime-areas/corruption/sports-corruption
https://www.uefa.com/insideuefa/protecting-the-game/integrity/news/newsid=2111481.html
https://www.uefa.com/insideuefa/protecting-the-game/integrity/news/newsid=2111481.html
https://www.interpol.int/Crimes/Corruption/Corruption-in-sport
https://www.interpol.int/Crimes/Corruption/Corruption-in-sport
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P6-TA-2009-97
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2011-492
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P7-TA-2013-98
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2015-0233
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cooperation in criminal matters and promote the coordination of investigations and prosecutions 
between the competent authorities of EU countries. 

At international level, the EU has taken an active part in the preparation of the Council of Europe's 
Convention on the Manipulation of Sports Competition. The Convention offers a solid basis for 
strengthening pan-European coordination and cooperation in the fight against match-fixing, and is 
the first legally binding international tool to fight match-fixing for the parties that choose to ratify 
it. It focuses on key aspects of the fight against match-fixing – prevention, law enforcement, the 
exchange of information among the various actors and, of course, international cooperation. Three 
years of effort and mobilisation by a large number of national and international actors have made it 
possible for the Convention to enter into force on 1 September 2019. 

Joint anti-corruption probe 
A concrete example of European cooperation in criminal matters is an operation conducted between 2011 
and 2013, by joint investigation teams from Europol, Eurojust, Interpol, and police units from 13 EU countries, 
and which resulted in the dismantling of a complex criminal network involved in widespread football 
match-fixing. It concerned over 380 professional football matches and 425 match and club officials, players, 
and criminals from over 15 countries. Betting profits generated by this wide-scale fixing operation amounted 
to more than €8 million, while corrupt payments to people involved in matches reached over €2 million. 
 

Latest developments 
In 2018, the EU launched the #BeInclusive sport awards to crown the achievements of organisations 
that have successfully developed sports projects aimed at social inclusion of ethnic minorities, 
refugees, people with disabilities, or any other group facing challenging social circumstances.  

The #BeActive campaign is also gaining momentum. Since its launch five years ago, the European 
week of sport has drawn over 40 million Europeans to more than 100 000 events in 38 countries and 
its popularity continues to grow. It is the largest public-funded sports initiative worldwide. In 2019, 
the Western Balkans and the countries from the Eastern Partnership will be organising national 
events under the umbrella of the week of sport, officially 
inaugurated on 23 September in Espoo (Finland). The 
#BeActive Night, a new feature first introduced in 2018, will 
continue encouraging participants to discover the 
different sports activities available in their area.  

As the popularity of these initiatives grows, so do the 
Commission's plans and ambitions for the broader role of 
sport. The Commission's budgetary proposal for the next 
Erasmus programme for 2021 to 2027 is a confirmation of 
this ambition. The amount currently available would be 
substantially increased, to reach €30 billion, with €550 
million of this dedicated to sport, to tackle, among other 
things, some immediate challenges, such as physical 
inactivity, good governance and the integrity of sport.  

As part of the effort to fight gender stereotypes and 
promote women's access to decision-making roles in sport, the Commission is also seeking to 
ensure that 30 % of sports decision-making roles are held by women by 2020.  

Using sport as a diplomatic tool has also been a key policy driver. A High-Level Group set up to assess 
the potential of sport in EU diplomacy examined the positive impact that sports projects can have 
in strengthening international relations, taking into consideration such issues as education, 
economy, culture, health and employment. Following on from this work, EU ministers of sport 
adopted Conclusions on sport diplomacy in 2016, confirming the rising status of sport in 
international relations. 

European sports index 

The European sports index compares the 
social significance of sport in the 28 EU 
countries. The index uses seven indicators 
that help visualise the social significance of 
recreational, club and school sports, the 
population's access to sport, the socio-
political and economic significance of 
sport, and the significance of professional 
sport within the countries observed. The 
resulting overall ranking displays a north-
south divide, with Germany, France, and 
Denmark coming on top, while Greece, 
Portugal, and Bulgaria bring up the rear. 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/treaty/215/signatures?p_auth=R3EbDz75
https://www.europol.europa.eu/content/results-largest-football-match-fixing-investigation-europe
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/news/2018/here-are-2018-winners-beinclusive-eu-sport-awards_en
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/week/these-were-best-supporters-beactive-campaign-2018-0_en
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/sites/sport/files/european-week-of-sport-factsheet-2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/sites/sport/files/european-week-of-sport-factsheet-2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/sport/week/4th-european-week-sport-was-success_en
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-statistics/dgs/browse/wmidm/wmidm_sp
http://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-14279-2016-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/16138171.2016.1183933
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As Commissioner for Sport, Tibor Navracsics remarked, 'sport is not the answer to all of society's 
problems, but ... it can make an important contribution to addressing them.' 

 
ENDNOTES 
1  See for instance the media release published in October 2007 on FIFA's website: 'Olympic and sporting movement 

satisfied with reference to specific nature of sport in EU reform treaty'. 
2  See for example the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA)'s position on Article 165 of the Lisbon Treaty 

(2010).  
3  In 2011, the EU Office of the European Olympic Committees drew attention to the Commission activities related to 

good governance in sport and the establishment of the dedicated EU Expert Group, indicating that this could be 
considered as problematic as regards the autonomy of sports organisations.  

4  The Working Party on Sport was established in February 2010. Ministers discussed sports policy in a formal Council 
setting for the first time in May 2010. In September 2010, the European Council officially incorporated sports policy in 
the 'Education, youth and culture' configuration. 

5  Proven doping cases include, for example, Canadian sprinter Ben Johnson, who tested positive for the steroid 
stanazalol in 1988; American track and field athlete Marion Jones, who in 2007 admitted to steroid use; and seven-time 
Tour de France winner Lance Armstrong, found guilty of doping in 2012. All were consequently stripped of their titles. 
More recently, expert analysis of a leaked database of 12 000 official drug tests belonging to the International 
Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF) suggested that roughly a third of the athletes who won medals in 
endurance events at the Olympics and World Championships between 2001 and 2012 had suspicious blood values. 
The IAAF rejected the allegation of a doping cover-up. 

6  In a 1998 raid during the Tour de France, French police found a large number of prohibited substances in a vehicle 
belonging to the cycling team Festina, whose director admitted a 'concerted' and controlled doping programme for 
the riders.  

7  Besides facilitating the development of the Convention, Unesco has established a 'Fund for the Elimination of Doping 
in Sport' (amounting to over US$2.6 million), aimed at providing financial assistance to states parties to help them 
develop or implement effective anti-doping programmes.  

8  See European Parliament resolution on urgent measures to be taken against doping in sport, OJ C 098, 9 April 1999. 
The European Parliament adopted another resolution on combating doping in sport on 14 April 2005, calling on the 
European Commission to implement an effective and integrated policy in all fields relating to the fight against doping 
and to encourage cooperation between Member States. 
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