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JINGLE to open intro to podcast 
VOICE 1 

You’re listening to the European Parliamentary Research Service podcast on 

state aid in sport. 

 

VOICE 2 

State aid which gives a company an unfair competitive edge over its 

commercial rivals is explicitly forbidden by the EU’s single market rules. But 

there are exceptions…  

 

VOICE 1 

… such as the financing of sports infrastructure in the interest of all citizens. But 

the boundaries between the “general interest” and “economic profit” are 

becoming blurred, forcing the Commission to re-think the rules of the game… 

Want to know more? Stay with us! 

END OF JINGLE 
 

VOICE 2 

Sport makes money, LOTS of money… In 2004, its economic impact in the EU 

was estimated at more than 400 billion Euros, that is 3.7% of EU GDP… and it 

generated 15 million jobs! 

 

VOICE 1 

However, thanks to its social and cultural role, the sports sector has traditionally 

benefited from an exemption on state aid rules applying to the single market, 

notably for the construction of large sports infrastructure, such as local football 

fields or swimming pools which can be enjoyed by all citizens. 

 

 



 

VOICE 2 

In 2014, this general attitude was set in stone when the Commission adopted a 

General Block Exemption regulation clarifying the types of sport infrastructure 

investments that would benefit from an exemption from the EU’s general laws 

on state aid. So, what are the conditions? 

 

VOICE 1 

Well, one of the conditions is that the sports facility is not to be used exclusively 

by a single professional user and that access is granted on a transparent and 

non-discriminatory basis. But there are also financial conditions, such as a 

ceiling for investment aid of 30 million Euros per project.  

 

VOICE 2 

Aid measures which do not comply with these criteria need to be notified to the 

Commission, which will then assess their compatibility with EU rules on state 

aid. So, what do these rules say? Let’s take a look! 

MUSIC JINGLE 
 

VOICE 1 

According to the EU Treaties, a measure constitutes state aid if it grants an 

economic advantage to one or more parties through state resources, distorting 

competition and affecting cross-border trade.  

 

VOICE 2 

However, under certain conditions the Commission may consider the state aid 

acceptable, notably when the support measures are seen to benefit the general 

interest. So, how does the Commission determine this? 

 

VOICE 1 

To determine the compatibility of such measures with the Treaty provisions, the 

Commission has developed a methodology which includes the so-called 

balancing test…  

 



 

VOICE 2 

The test is based on a set of questions that help the Commission to assess the 

negative effects of an aid measure and weigh them against the positive effects in 

reaching the objective of common interest.  Let’s take an example… 

 

VOICE 1 

Imagine a football club builds a new stadium with the help of public money, and 

as a result boosts its financial profits… The club could then obtain an unfair 

economic advantage over other national or European clubs… 

 

VOICE 2 

Following the same logic, if an aid measure helps to promote sport in a city or 

region, while improving security and creating new jobs, then the positive effects 

could be seen to outweigh the negative ones, and that state aid could be 

considered as justified. 

 

VOICE 1 

It’s a difficult balance to strike!  And as the precise scope for public intervention 

in sport-related matters has not always been entirely clear… the application of 

EU competition law to the sports sector is the result of fairly recent 

developments! 

 

VOICE 2 

The Leipzig/Halle case on airport infrastructure marked a turning point in the 

Commission’s approach to the public financing of sports infrastructure projects.  

 

VOICE 1 

This ruling made it clear that only the financing of infrastructure that is built in 

the interest of all citizens and not to be commercially exploited can, in principle, 

be excluded from the EU’s state aid rules. So, since most sports infrastructure 

is commercially exploited, its financing would need to comply with state aid 

rules… 

 



 

VOICE 2 

This realisation triggered a huge number of notifications to the Commission, 

which used the cultural and social value of sport to authorise the use of public 

money to help finance sports infrastructure. 

 

VOICE 1 

But what about state aid to sports clubs? Let’s have a look! 

MUSIC JINGLE 
 

VOICE 2 

Well, unlike state aid support for sports infrastructure, where soft policy has 

gradually evolved into hard law, the Commission has yet to develop clear rules 

on state aid to sports clubs… although it has taken some important decisions 

on individual cases! 

 

VOICE 1 

In July 2016, the Commission forced seven Spanish football clubs, amongst 

which the iconic FC Barcelona and Real Madrid, to repay tens of millions of 

euros of state aid they had unduly received in the form of tax advantages and 

public bank guarantees…  

 

VOICE 2 

The investigation started after the European Ombudsman pushed the 

Commission to stop delaying a decision on whether to open infringement 

proceedings against these clubs… 

 

VOICE 1 

… suggesting that the Commission’s inaction might be linked to the fact that the 

then Commissioner for Competition, Joaquín Almunia, was a supporter of one 

of the football clubs and was a Minister in the Spanish government that had 

decided on the tax advantages at the time. 

 

 



 

VOICE 2 

A similar investigation was opened into five Dutch clubs, which had received 

state aid from Dutch municipalities after running into financial trouble.  

 

VOICE 1 

However, in this case the Commission concluded that state aid was in line with 

EU rules, because the clubs had taken action to reorganise their businesses by 

cutting employees and reducing wages. 

 

VOICE 2 

The truth is that while big football clubs operate like powerful economic and 

political players… for most sports organisations public support remains 

essential.  

 

VOICE 1 

This is why the Commission has decided to be big on big things and small on 

small things… allowing state aid measures to work for the benefit of all 

European citizens. 

 
VOICE 2 

You are listening to the European Parliamentary Research Service podcasts. 

MUSIC JINGLE TO CONCLUDE 
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