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Executive Summary  

Thomas Woodlock 

 

        This public report is for anyone interested in geopolitics or sports, and especially for those 

intrigued by both. The 14 members of the team at London Politica who authored this report 

examine the nexus between geopolitics and sport. This intersection is explored through a 

diverse range of case studies within Football, the Olympics, E-sports, Formula One, Cricket, 

American Football, Tennis and Gaelic Football. The wide range of sports examined should 

appeal to an equally diverse audience from around the world. 

 

The report is easily navigable and the reader can jump to the case studies they are most 

interested in with ease. Simply click on the case study you want to read on the contents page 

and you will be taken to the appropriate page of the report. 

 

        Within the report you will be taken on a journey through how some of the world’s most 

popular football clubs are financed, used as channels of protest, utilised for geopolitical 

ambitions and how they can be sanctioned in the fallout of war. You will also be able to explore 

the importance of the Olympics for political legitimacy, soft power projection and 

independence ambitions. You will be shown how political disputes in the highest places on 

earth can impact one of the world’s newest sports, E-sports. If you are a Formula One fan there 

is plenty for you within this report including; politically backed sponsorship deals, sanctioned 

drivers, the reasoning behind questionable race destinations and corporate social responsibility 

within the sport. If you are a cricket fan, there is a section for you showing the importance of 

geopolitics for the future of the sport and how it can be utilised for diplomacy. If you are an 

American football fan you can read how the sport has been used as a platform for political 

change. Perhaps your favourite sport is tennis and you are curious to why some of the world’s 

best players were unable to compete at Wimbledon this year. If you ever wondered why 

football, invented in 19th century Britain, never became the favourite sport in Ireland despite 

its popularity elsewhere, there is also a section for you in this report.  
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Oil Money in Football 

Isti Miskolczy & Frank Stengs 

 

        Not only European top football competitions with majority shares owned by oil and gas 

companies are heavily influenced by the – primarily Middle Eastern – actors and countries of 

this industry. Specific football clubs owned by public investment funds or businessmen from 

the Persian Gulf also make geopolitics and football strongly interconnected. European football 

clubs such as PSG, Manchester City, Newcastle United, or Malaga have all been owned or led 

by significant political and economic actors of Qatar and the United Arab Emirates since the 

2000s and the 2010s for example. Moreover, well-known Middle Eastern companies are also 

heavily sponsoring the most iconic clubs of Europe. Emirates Airlines are for instance featured 

on the jerseys of Arsenal, Real Madrid, and AC Milan, and Qatar Airways’ logos are displayed 

on AS Roma’s kit. Such involvements, however, have ultimately shifted the centre of world 

football from Europe to the Middle East. This poses certain geopolitical risks. This section of 

the analysis will look into a few specific football clubs owned by investment funds of countries 

built on oil and their impact not only on European football but also on European politics. 

  

PSG 

 

        One of France’s most successful and prestigious football clubs, Paris Saint-Germain was 

acquired by Qatar Sports Investments, a closed shareholding organisation in 2011. The club’s 

new president became Nasser Ghanim Al-Khelaifi, a minister in the Qatari government with a 

close relationship with the Emir of Qatar. Ever since, Qatar Sports Investments has invested 

incredible amounts of capital into the club, buying football superstars Kylian Mbappe for €145 

million or Neymar for €222 million. These continue to be the two most expensive transfers in 

the history of European football. Due to such large investments, PSG was accused of breaking 

the financial fair play rules of UEFA. 

  

Manchester City 

 

        The most recent winners of the English Premier League have been owned by Sheikh 

Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, a member of the royal family of Abu Dhabi of the United Arab 

Emirates since 2008. With its high-profile and expensive transfers (Jack Grealish for €117 

million and Kevin De Bruyne for €75 million), allegations that the club may have also broken 

the financial fair play rules have arisen. In 2019, Bayern Munich’s president expressed that 

whenever Manchester City signs an expensive player, “the next day the sheikh raises the price 

of oil to recoup the money”. 

 

 

 

https://hir.harvard.edu/refinery-fc-how-oil-rich-nations-are-invading-global-soccer/
https://hir.harvard.edu/refinery-fc-how-oil-rich-nations-are-invading-global-soccer/
https://www.goal.com/en/news/psg-cheating-ffp-mbappe-la-liga-tebas-complaint/bltd0c393360b73ee6f
https://www.foxsports.com.au/football/premier-league/bayern-munich-president-uli-hoeness-has-enfuriated-manchester-city-with-slur/news-story/8e2dd47cdc7bb3ef2093b4f70f5f8a18
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Newcastle United 

 

        This historical club is the most recent example of football being financed by the oil 

industry. In 2021, Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), led by Crown Prince 

Mohammad bin Salman Al-Saud bought Newcastle United, transforming it into one of 

Europe’s richest clubs. The club now has £320 billion in assets it can leverage, surpassing both 

PSG and Manchester City in this aspect. There has been a sponsorship deal with NOON, a 

shopping website that Saudi Arabia’s PIF owns a 50% stake in. There has also been 

controversy, one example being the release of a white-green third kit, resembling the Saudi 

national kit and its flag. Links between Saudi Arabia and Newcastle United will only strengthen 

and as a consequence, any positive moves the club makes, such as promoting diversity or 

producing more local talent will likely be labelled as sports washing. 

  

        These investment funds have strong political links to their countries and personal links to 

their royal families. Their decisions to invest in football is a door not only to a specific global 

market (of sponsorship deals, broadcasting rights, and ticket, merchandise, and hospitality 

sales) but also to a considerable amount of political influence. Accordingly, such investments 

have the potential to help reduce the reliance Gulf States have on oil revenues.  

  

        Sports have always been a popular means of deflecting people’s attention away from the 

negative press, such as the allegations of serious human rights violations, towards the more 

positive public image of being a welcoming, sport-enthusiastic country. Football is especially 

good for such aims as it is one of the world’s most popular games. Investment decisions into 

sports are just as much about reputation and influence as it is about business and profit. 

Moreover, petrostates such as Qatar and the UAE use their football investments to brand 

themselves as progressive contributors to the neoliberal global economy. 

  

        This approach to sports diplomacy also carries risks. According to the Middle East 

Institute, Qatar could face “soft disempowerment”, the loss of influence, attractiveness, and 

prestige. In the case of the 2022 World Cup, Qatar has been criticised for its treatment of 

migrant workers. Several groups and organisations will boycott the World Cup, such as the 

ING Group, a Dutch bank and principal sponsor of the Dutch and Belgian national teams. The 

controversies even led to the postponement of a Dutch trade mission. 

  

        Qatar has been on bad terms with its Gulf neighbours for the past decade as well. Its 

relations with countries such as Iran and Turkey, and connections to the Muslim Brotherhood 

and Al Qaeda have displeased Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Egypt. Moreover, its influence in 

the wider region and on a global scale, which was partly established through its sport 

diplomacy, is deemed disproportionate by its detractors. It is why the recent successes of Qatar 

in the top of European football, are haunting other Gulf states. While Saudi investments 

through the PIF can be explained through diversification and improving the image of the 

country, they also must be viewed in relation to investments of other Gulf countries, including 

Qatar.  

https://theathletic.com/news/newcastle-release-third-kit/laiUic4mJWsj/
https://theathletic.com/3387217/2022/06/29/newcastle-united-saudi-arabia-kit/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14660970.2015.1133416?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14660970.2015.1133416?needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/14660970.2015.1133416?needAccess=true
https://www.mei.edu/publications/qatars-soft-power-sports-diplomacy
https://www.mei.edu/publications/qatars-soft-power-sports-diplomacy
https://www.telegraaf.nl/watuzegt/639523184/boycot-qatar
https://www.telegraaf.nl/watuzegt/639523184/boycot-qatar
https://www.reuters.com/article/qatar-netherlands-world-cup-int-idUSKBN2AU1NN
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-will-not-alter-relations-iran-turkey-despite-gulf-breakthrough
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-will-not-alter-relations-iran-turkey-despite-gulf-breakthrough
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/will-qatars-relationship-muslim-brotherhood-change-after-gulf-reconciliation
https://www.business-standard.com/article/international/qatar-faces-new-terror-funding-accusations-embassy-seeks-more-information-122051400044_1.html
https://www.theafricareport.com/44423/sport-diplomacy-the-war-of-influence-continues-between-riyadh-and-doha/
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        Middle Eastern politics partly explains investments into the top of European football. 

Politics, however, are not playing out on the pitch. Regional rivalries are not translated into 

matches. According to the Institut de Relations Internationales et Stratégiques, the countries 

have no real interest in using their club for internal Gulf politics. Nevertheless, differences are 

noticeable in the way these countries approach global sports investments as part of their foreign 

policy. These differences are most visible between Qatar and the UAE. Qatar aims to “gain 

dominance on the world sports stage to make it a tool for its power”, the UAE is putting much 

more focus on redefining its economic policy. The UAE is not a world sport hub and does not 

seek to define itself as one. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.iris-france.org/156694-manchester-city-vs-psg-a-geopolitical-game/
https://www.iris-france.org/156694-manchester-city-vs-psg-a-geopolitical-game/
https://www.iris-france.org/156694-manchester-city-vs-psg-a-geopolitical-game/
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The role of sports in Spanish-Catalan tensions 
Albert Cullell Cano 

 

        2012 saw the beginning of a political conflict that still drags on today, the Catalan bid for 

independence from Spain. On September 11th 2012, the National Day of Catalonia, a million 

and a half people took the streets to march in an unprecedented show of support for 

independence. Prior to the demonstration, opinion polls counted such support at 29%. In the 

latest elections in February 2021, the independent vote amounted to 52%. In-between, millions 

peacefully demonstrated in 2013, 2014 (when a massively supported non-binding consultation 

on the issue was held against the rule of Spanish courts), 2015, 2016 and 2017. That year, a 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/11/catalan-independence-rally-barcelona
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/11/catalan-independence-rally-barcelona
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/11/catalan-independence-rally-barcelona
http://upceo.ceo.gencat.cat/wsceop/3949/Dossier_de_premsa_-677.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/14/catalonia-regional-election-covid-voting
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/sep/11/catalans-join-hands-human-chain-independence-spain
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/sep/12/catalan-independence-referendum-demonstration-in-pictures
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/nov/09/catalans-vote-symbolic-referendum-independence-catalonia-madrid
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/11/catalonia-pro-independence-rally-barcelona-spain
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/12/hundreds-of-thousands-of-catalans-stage-independence-protests
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/11/catalonia-barcelona-independence-national-day-diada
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forbidden referendum took place on October 1st amidst Spanish repression and images of 

police violence. This culminated on a general strike on October the 3rd and, critically, the 

unilateral declaration of independence. However, this proved to be nothing more than a 

symbolic gesture whose pusillanimity did not prevent the suspension of Catalan self-rule, the 

incarceration or forced exile of the Catalan leadership. From then on, except for peaks of 

protests to the court’s sentence of the Catalan political prisoners, the independence process has 

stagnated—despite relentless growing support for separation, as the latest election results 

show. The new Catalan leadership and the Socialist government that succeeded Mariano 

Rajoy’s right-wing cabinet in 2018 have embraced an approach based on dialogue, leading to 

political contestation being paused on the streets and the institutions. 

 

        Protests, demonstrations and shows of force on behalf of the independence movement 

rippled into sports events. In essence, sports have been largely politicised during the separatist 

process. The following analysis highlights the correlation between the politicisation of sports 

and intensity of political conflict.  

 

FC Barcelona as a channel for protest 

 

        The history between FC Barcelona and Catalonia can be traced back to the start of the 

Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). During the first year of the conflict, the president of FC 

Barcelona, Josep Sunyol, was murdered by Francoist troops. In the years following Republican 

defeat, FC Barcelona became a symbol of Catalan identity. The blaugrana (blue and red) flag 

was brandished in their stadium in lieu of the as of then banned Catalan flag, yellow and red. 

The chant, ‘Visca el Barça i visca Catalunya!’ took hold among Barça supporters, and is still 

today proclaimed by players, managers and executives in eventful occasions such as titles 

celebrations. It is no surprise that the rivalry against Real Madrid, perceived as the favoured 

club of the Francoist regime became notorious. Victories against the capital’s team is often 

symbolised as a win against the central government. Overall, this identification with Catalan 

sentiment and identity, and overall political and national engagement, is what lies behind the 

motto ‘Més que un club’ (‘More than a club’). Hence it was only natural that attempts to pull 

Barça to the Catalan movement be made from 2012. 

 

        Following the 2012 demonstration, Barcelona fans inaugurated a new tradition at the 

Camp Nou. After each game reaches 17 minutes and 14 seconds of play, attendees of the game 

start singing ‘In-Inde-Independència!’, as reference to the date honoured in the Catalan 

National Day, September 11th 1714. This is the date when Barcelona fell to the Spanish troops 

during the War of Succession, marking the end of self-rule in the country for 300 years. This 

tradition has been less followed, something preeminent Spanish nationalists have rushed to 

note. This correlates with the stagnation of the Catalan independence movement and the risks 

it posed prior to 2018. Other displays of support for independence took place during Copa del 

Rey finals, in 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018 and 2019 where Barcelona fans whistled during 

the Spanish national anthem. Barcelona also played in the 2021 final but Covid-19 restrictions 

impeded fan attendance. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2017/oct/01/catalan-independence-referendum-spain-catalonia-vote-live
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-41463955
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-41463955
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/03/catalonia-holds-general-strike-protest-referendum-violence
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/27/catalonia-declares-independence-from-spain
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/catalonia-independence-declaration-was-symbolic-says-carme-forcadell-2c3p7q29k
https://www.france24.com/en/video/20171019-spain-set-trigger-suspension-catalan-autonomy
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57565764
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-57565764
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-50050043
https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-50050043
https://www.euractiv.com/section/justice-home-affairs/news/catalonia-prepares-for-dialogue-with-spains-central-government/
https://backpagefootball.com/death-of-a-president-the-tragic-story-of-josep-sunyol/32262/
https://learngerman.dw.com/en/fc-barcelona-and-the-catalan-independence-movement/a-18711202
https://www.dicyt.com/news/study-analyzes-historic-rivalry-between-real-madrid-and-fc-barcelona
https://www.goal.com/en/news/mes-que-un-club-barcelona-club-motto-meaning-history-catalan/c0e1i7haj3uh1hxu5wmid3qub
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/soccer/2017/10/23/barcelonas-vast-stadium-gives-voice-to-catalan-separatism/106936306/
https://www.elcatalan.es/el-fin-de-los-gritos-cules-de-independencia-en-el-camp-nou-en-el-minuto-1714
https://www.elcatalan.es/el-fin-de-los-gritos-cules-de-independencia-en-el-camp-nou-en-el-minuto-1714
https://www.elconfidencial.com/deportes/futbol/copa-del-rey/2014-04-16/r_117801/
https://www.elconfidencial.com/deportes/futbol/copa-del-rey/2015-05-30/felipe-vi-copa-del-rey-barcelona-athletic_864357/
https://www.rtve.es/deportes/20160522/ambiente-fc-barcelona-sevilla-final-copa-del-rey-2016-calderon/1352072.shtml
https://www.marca.com/futbol/copa-rey/final/2017/05/27/5929d5e6468aebc9148b4571.html
https://www.elconfidencial.com/deportes/futbol/copa-del-rey/2018-04-21/pitos-silbidos-barcelona-metropolitano-final-copa_1553115/
https://www.lavanguardia.com/deportes/fc-barcelona/20190525/462456155357/pitos-himnos-espana-final-copa-del-rey-barcelona-valencia.html
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        On the other side of the independence movement, attempts at attacking Barça for its pro-

referendum position have also taken place. Chief among them stands the jailing of former 

Barcelona president Sandro Rosell, an alleged separatist. He was in preventive detention for 2 

years before being acquitted due to lack of evidence that could prove the accusations of money 

laundering and fraud. The judge who ordered the preventive imprisonment was later promoted 

to a position in the Supreme Court. According to a critical witness in the trial for the so-called 

Operation Catalonia—a state police black-op to undermine the Catalan movement—the 

promotion was promised in exchange for keeping Rosell jailed for its alleged independentism. 

Barcelona has also been threatened with being expelled from the Spanish league and forced to 

play in a lesser league if Catalonia was to become independent. 

 

 

 

 

Sanctions on Chelsea FC 
Raadhika Tandon and Caleb Adegbola 

 

        Chelsea Football Club, under the ownership of Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich was 

embroiled in a geopolitical crisis in February 2022. After the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the 

British government started sanctioning Russian individuals and entities it believed to pose a 

threat to the UK. Roman Abramovich, an oligarch with close ties to Vladimir Putin, was 

sanctioned by the government and forced to turn over leadership of Chelsea FC, which was 

allowed to continue operating in a restricted capacity with a special licence.  

https://www.goal.com/en/news/rosell-if-i-hadnt-been-president-of-barcelona-i-wouldnt-have/1np0sktlvw7jb133hpw5nu7cmz
https://www.goal.com/en/news/rosell-if-i-hadnt-been-president-of-barcelona-i-wouldnt-have/1np0sktlvw7jb133hpw5nu7cmz
https://www.epe.es/es/politica/20220518/cloaca-policial-agendas-villarejo-sandro-rosell-fc-barcelona-13641210
https://www.mundodeportivo.com/futbol/fc-barcelona/20220523/1001810498/villarejo-lamela-mantuvo-rosell-carcel-le-habian-prometido-ascenso-supremo.html
https://www.eluniverso.com/deportes/2014/10/07/nota/4080146/fc-barcelona-seria-expulsado-liga-espanola-si-cataluna-se/
https://www.skysports.com/football/news/11668/12562138/chelsea-owner-roman-abramovich-sanctioned-by-uk-government
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        Football is a sport inherently intertwined with geopolitics. It has a huge international 

reach, being played in almost every country and spectated by hundreds of millions and 

sometimes billions of people. Technological innovations such as television and satellite 

streaming have made the sport more accessible and lucrative, with people around the world 

able to watch their teams play regardless of geographic location. Ownership of popular football 

clubs has also become more internationalised; according to the latest UEFA report, 40% of 

Premier League clubs are majority owned by foreign stakeholders. Russian, Iranian and Emirati 

nationals all have an increasing presence in club ownership and with that comes geopolitical 

risks. As the amount of money tied up in football continues to grow, wealthy individuals from 

around the globe are attracted to this investment opportunity. The alliances and previous 

enterprises of these individuals, however, are of concern to entities such as the British 

government, both from an international relations and a national security perspective.  

 

        As sports becomes increasingly entangled with geopolitics, the role of risk assessment 

and management becomes increasingly important to mitigate possible crises, such as the case 

of Chelsea FC. With the sudden invasion of Ukraine, individuals with links to the Russian 

government became threats to their host countries and associated enterprises. Chelsea FC was 

allowed to operate under strict guidelines in order to keep the club running as smoothly as 

possible, but the months following the sanctions on Abramovich were turbulent for everyone 

involved. Financial stability became a concern, the club’s ability to afford away matches was 

called into question, and player contracts and renewals remained in limbo. While the relatively 

quick sale of the club to Clearwater Capital and the Boehly Consortium helped alleviate the 

immediate stresses, there is potential for further crises. Football is an international sport by 

nature and teams continue to become increasingly geopolitically intertwined. This is happening 

through club ownerships, coaching staff, players and sponsorships, the number of risk points 

that can be exploited or can explode suddenly in the face of the next global crisis continue to 

increase as a result.  

 

        One such risk point is that of kit sponsorship. Following the UK government’s formal 

sanctioning on Abramovich and Chelsea, the club’s main kit sponsor demanded its logo be 

removed from the kit immediately. Three UK temporarily suspended their sponsorship with an 

eye towards ending their £40m-a-year contract as soon as possible, although the club continued 

to use their branded kit for the rest of the season. For the 2022-2023 season, the cryptocurrency 

company WhaleFin has signed on as a new sleeve sponsor for £20m-a-year, although a 

replacement for Three has yet to be found. For companies with millions of pound invested in 

football clubs at varying levels of sponsorship, the geopolitical risk of sports is a crucial 

consideration. The domino effect of the Russian invasion of Ukraine leading to Chelsea F.C.’s 

instability is not a chain of events that companies involved with sports may have believed 

possible, but it is one that a political risk firm would have been able to warn of and help prepare 

for.  

 

 

https://www.bundesliga.com/en/faq/all-you-need-to-know-about-soccer
https://www.bundesliga.com/en/faq/all-you-need-to-know-about-soccer
https://brandfinance.com/insights/foreign-ownership-in-the-premier-league
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/chelsea-fc-granted-licence-to-continue-operating
https://www.ft.com/content/f5a4435d-7ebf-4b00-a156-403a468bb964
https://metro.co.uk/2022/03/10/chelsea-sponsor-three-suspends-deal-with-club-removing-logo-from-shirts-16254580/
https://metro.co.uk/2022/03/10/chelsea-sponsor-three-suspends-deal-with-club-removing-logo-from-shirts-16254580/
https://news.sky.com/story/chelsea-to-unveil-20m-a-year-shirt-deal-with-cryptocurrency-brand-whalefin-12610660
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Turkish sports: a platform for geopolitics 
Marko Cem Zerunyan 

 

        Turkish sports are intertwined with geopolitics with football, the nation’s most popular 

sport, dominating the scene. Nonetheless, other sports have also experienced geopolitical 

pressures rooted through the Turkish government’s ambitions to host a Summer Olympic 

Games. This case study will first offer some background on how the omnipresence of the 

government in Turkish sports has resulted in sports becoming so enmeshed with geopolitics.  
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The omnipresence of the Turkish Government in sports 

 

        It is a rarity in 2022 to find a national sports salon, stadium, or swimming pool not donned 

with a portrait of Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The president himself was a semi-

professional athlete, playing football for Kasimpasa Football Club before embarking on a 

career in politics. Perhaps it is this background which has made his ruling Justice and 

Development Party (AKP) so involved in the world of Turkish sports. The iinfluence of the 

AKP on Turkish football cannot be understated. In the past decade, there have been almost 30 

state-funded stadium projects (including the Recep Tayyip Erdogan stadium). In the same time 

period the Turkish Football Federation appointed Nihat Ozdemir, a close economic supporter 

of Erdogan to head the federation. During these years, steps were taken by the Turkish 

parliament to pass various football-governing laws and the government also arranged for a debt 

restructuring project for the country’s top 4 football teams. Nevertheless, Turkey’s ambition to 

achieve soft power through Olympic success and sports diplomacy has increasingly impacted 

other sports with geopolitical elements. 

 

Reflections of foreign policy on the Turkish football pitch 

 

        The Turkish football pitch has been a centrepiece of geopolitical messaging for Turkish 

foreign policy. Indeed, the pre-match arrangements in the Turkish top-flight, the Süper Lig, 

have seen football clubs endorse Turkish foreign policy actions on various occasions. In May 

2021, Turkish giants Fenerbahce had players, including superstar Mesut Ozil, wear 'Free 

Palestine' T-shirts during warmups, aligning the club with the Turkish foreign ministry who 

had days before called Israel a terrorist state. It should be noted that Fenerbahçe's current club 

president is Ali Koc, a member of Turkey's wealthiest family, whose political stances carry 

significant influence. Accordingly, a similar choice was made to the Palestinian context by 

having Fenerbahce players attend warmups in late 2019 with T-shirts supporting the Turkish 

Armed Forces amidst their campaigns in Northeast Syria reflected an endorsement by Ali Koc 

of Turkey's geopolitical actions.  

 

        Support for Turkish military actions in Syria has not been confined to Fenerbahce. 

Throughout late 2019, Turkish football players across Europe showed support for the Turkish 

military by doing soldier salutes for their goal celebrations, subsequently landing the Turkish 

Football Federation a fine from UEFA. In March 2020, clubs across the Turkish football 

leagues jointly arranged for pre-match ceremonies to celebrate the Turkish flag and give 

remembrance to fallen soldiers. 

 

        Another beating heart of the geopolitical pulse in Turkish football are the country’s 

fervent ultra-football fan groups, especially Fenerbahce’s Genç FB, Galatasaray’s ultrAslan, 

and Besiktas’s Çarsi. Tracing back to the early 2000s, there have been instances where 

Fenerbahce fans provoked Greek basketball fans with tifos depicting Fatih Sultan Mehmet’s 

invasion of Constantinople. This caused clashes in the stands and invited statements from both 

https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/spor/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-fenerbahce-yuksek-divan-kurulu-uyesi-oldu/1627146
https://www.coliseum-online.com/turkey-overdrive-30-stadiums-27-cities/
https://www.coliseum-online.com/turkey-overdrive-30-stadiums-27-cities/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2022/05/turkish-soccer-dire-straits-due-economic-crisis-power-struggles
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/17/from-uk-to-chile-footballers-signal-solidarity-with-palestinians
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/17/from-uk-to-chile-footballers-signal-solidarity-with-palestinians
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-accuses-israel-terror-over-palestinian-clashes-al-aqsa-2021-05-08/
https://www.dr.dk/sporten/fodbold/midt-i-troejepolemik-zanka-paa-tavlen-fenerbahce
https://www.dr.dk/sporten/fodbold/midt-i-troejepolemik-zanka-paa-tavlen-fenerbahce
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/uefa-fines-turkey-football-body-for-military-salute-150100
https://www.trtspor.com.tr/haber/futbol/spor-camiasi-mehmetcik-icin-tek-yurek-oldu-204391.html
http://arsiv.ntv.com.tr/news/185385.asp
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Turkey and Greece’s foreign ministers at the time, Şükrü Sina Gürel and Yorgo Papandreu. 

Besiktas's Çarsi has also been vocal on Turkey's diplomatic enemies, previously deploring the 

Mavi Marmara crisis with Israel in 2011 by staging 'anti-Zionism' protests against Maccabi tel 

Aviv.  

 

        However, in past years, the most expressive fan group has been Galatasaray's ultrAslan, 

led by their president Sebahattin Sirin. The ultrAslan president, who is affiliated with ultra-

nationalist mafia leaders in Turkey, is particularly vocal on social media platforms. Notably, 

Sirin is a fervent pan-Turkist, supporting the liberation of Uyghurs in 'East Turkistan' with the 

backing of ultrAslan. In this regard, Sirin has largely aligned Galatasaray's ultras with the 

foreign policy views of the Nationalist Movement Party in the ruling coalition government. 

 

        The final geopolitical issue intertwined with Turkish football involves the treatment of 

Kurdish teams, such as Cizrespor and Amedspor. The Turkish Football Federation has taken 

measures to restrict attendance at the stadiums of these teams whilst also accusing the club 

management of supporting the militant Kurdistan Workers' Party. Club representatives have 

subsequently claimed that the federation instructed referees to officiate unfavourably against 

them. 

 

Sports Diplomacy and Foreign Investment Relations 

 

        Sports has increasingly become a source for the state to attract foreign investment in 

Turkey, whilst also serving as a strategic asset in diplomacy through bids to host sports mega 

events and additionally for relation-building in foreign policy through joint bids and friendly 

games. 

 

        In regards to foreign investment, the broadcasting rights to Turkey's top flight in football 

were sold to Qatar's state-funded Bein Sports when it acquired the country's leading television 

platform in 2015. Although Bein Sports' broadcasting past in Turkey has been unusually 

tumultuous due to long standing disputes with Fenerbahce, it is believed Bein Sports remains 

invested in the Super Lig by lobbying the Turkish foreign ministry and through Qatar's own 

strategic desire to preserve relations with a close ally. Indeed, it is suggested the newly 

appointed football federation president Mehmet Büyükekşi was ushered in by the AKP 

government to help ensure a new agreement with Bein.  

 

        Arguably, a larger aspect of Turkey's sports-driven diplomacy relates to the hosting or 

sponsoring of sports events to extend soft power and raise the status of the nation as a developed 

country. Formally, the Turkish Ministry of Culture co-sponsors international sporting events 

in Turkey to attract awareness to Turkish culture and bring in tourism. Notably, the Turkish 

Airlines Euroleague Basketball—the European equivalent of the NBA playoffs—and Turkish 

Airlines Open Golf Tournament are two globally recognized events used for such soft power 

purposes.  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJPKTP6YoFA&ab_channel=APArchive
https://www.odatv4.com/spor/fatih-altaylidan-ultraslani-kizdiran-sozler-05021934-155338
https://www.odatv4.com/spor/fatih-altaylidan-ultraslani-kizdiran-sozler-05021934-155338
https://www.journalmedya.com/d/18/ultraslan-tribun-lideri-sebahattin-sirin-den-dikkat-ceken-dogu-turkistan-paylasimi
https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/Turkey%20football%20politics%20Amedspor
https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/Turkey%20football%20politics%20Amedspor
https://www.dailysabah.com/football/2016/11/21/digiturk-retains-turkish-super-league-tv-rights-with-annual-fee-of-600m
https://dohanews.co/exclusive-technology-investments-between-qatar-turkiye-to-grow-says-president-of-turkiyes-investment-office/
https://dohanews.co/exclusive-technology-investments-between-qatar-turkiye-to-grow-says-president-of-turkiyes-investment-office/
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/turkish-super-lig-bein-sports/
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/turkish-super-lig-bein-sports/
http://ringmar.net/mycourses/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Cevik-2020-Turkeys-Public-Diplomacy-in-Flux-From-Proactive-.pdf
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        Far more recognisable, however, are the Turkish state's efforts to host mega-events. The 

AKP government intensively invested in mega-events infrastructure throughout the economic 

boom of the 2000s and into the early 2010s, bringing the Formula One Grand Prix to Istanbul 

and bidding for the Euro in 2016 and the Summer Olympics in 2020. In each of these cases, 

the driving purpose of the bids was to reinforce Turkey's suitability and readiness for admission 

to the European Union, which was still an ambition for the Turkish government during those 

years.  

 

        Since then, Turkey has striven to host more minor events. Of current importance is the 

incoming Islamic Solidarity Games to be hosted in Konya. President Erdogan will be 

introducing the opening ceremony, showing his foreign policy is highly focused on showing 

Turkish leadership in the Islamic world. Nevertheless, Istanbul's twice-postponed hosting of 

the Champions League final has also been marred by geopolitical undertones. In fact, president 

Erdogan responded to UEFA's statement that the final switched locations for Covid purposes 

by insisting the final was moved for 'political reasons'. 

 

        The hosting of sporting events has also been a medium through which Turkey has tried to 

diplomatically strengthen neighbourly geopolitical relations. In terms of bordering Greece, the 

direction of relations were developing so positively that in the early 2000s, the two countries 

officially put themselves forward for a joint Euro 2008 bid. With its eastern neighbour and 

traditional foe Armenia, Turkey also had matches in 2008 and 2009, the first being attended by 

the Turkish president Abdullah Gul. This was the first time a Turkish president had ever made 

an official visit to Armenia.  

 

Xenophobia, Nationalism and the Modern Devshirme in Turkish Sports 

 

        Perhaps the most intense reflection of Turkey's geopolitical issues and stances have been 

visible through the widespread infiltration of xenophobia in the country's sports realm. This 

began in the first Syrian refugee crisis. This sparked one of the most lively debates in Turkish 

political spheres for the past five years with fans in Turkish sport arenas having recently begun 

protesting the government for the influx of refugees into the country. Indeed, this has allowed 

for many radical fans of sports clubs like Fenerbahce to increase support, especially through 

social media, for ultranationalist presidential candidate Umit Ozdag, whose driving agenda is 

an anti-immigrant foreign policy. In the days leading up to the celebrations of Trabzonspor's 

championship, Ozdag was able to launch a campaign through social media inciting anger over 

Trabzonspor's hosting of two Greek singers, prompting the club to cancel their performances.  

 

        These same sentiments of xenophobia, primarily rooted in the country's nationalism, have 

also sparked controversies concerning the treatment of non-ethnic Turkish sports persons. In 

Turkish football, the federation has attempted to restrict the purchase of foreign players by 

introducing various renditions of a quota on foreigners for rosters. This decade-long debate has 

resulted in a rule allowing only a maximum of eight foreigners on the pitch and three on the 

bench in matchday lineups for the top flight. Interestingly, these actions seem to be in the exact 

https://journals.openedition.org/ejts/5241
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/turkeys-erdogan-says-uefa-decision-move-cl-final-was-political-2021-05-19/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/football/europe/1321498.stm
https://www.birgun.net/haber/turkiye-litvanya-macinda-multeci-istemiyoruz-slogani-atan-4-kisi-gozaltina-alindi-392343
https://onedio.com/haber/pontus-krizi-umit-ozdag-tweet-ledi-trabzonspor-tsahouridis-i-sahneye-cikarmadi-1067985
https://ahvalnews.com/turkey-football/turkish-footballs-foreigners-limit-avoids-tackling-leagues-basic-dysfunction
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opposite direction of Turkey's broader sporting world, where foreigners have been readily 

recruited and naturalised as Turkish citizens to compete as devshirme athletes. Devshirme 

refers to a system by which the Ottoman army young Christian boys conscripted for young 

Christian boys. Certain commentaries on the devshirme strategy have viewed these actions as 

part of a conscious 'neo-Ottoman' mentality of imposing the Turkish identity in new countries.  

 

        Nevertheless, perhaps the most well-reported example of Turkish nationalism penetrating 

into the realm of geopolitics has been in the case of Mesut Ozil's row with the German FA after 

the 2018 World Cup. After Ozil posted a photograph with president Erdogan in the weeks 

leading to the World Cup, he faced backlash from the German media for supporting a political 

leader with a questionable track record on matters like human rights. However, after the 

German national team faced historically early elimination from the tournament, Ozil spoke out 

against purported racism against Turks in German football. Ozil's stance ultimately gained 

support from the Turkish government for defending the large Turkish minority in Germany. 

Amidst the row, Ozil received official phone calls from the likes of Turkish Foreign Minister 

Mevlut Cavusoglu. Moreover, one year after the row ended, president Erdogan stood as the 

best man at Ozil's 2019 Istanbul wedding.  

 

        The example of Ozil's close relations with the Turkish Foregn Ministry is only one of 

numerous direct engagements between the government and individual sports persons. At this 

moment, four MPs from Turkey's ruling coalition are well-known former athletes. But whilst 

these are cases of the government maintaining good relations with certain athletes, geopolitics 

have also played a role in turning relations between government and athletes sour. Two 

identical situations are the cases of former MP and star footballer Hakan Sukur and that of 

NBA basketball player Enes Kanter Freedom. Both of these athletes are exiled from Turkey 

and currently reside in the United States and have been a point of contention in foreign relations 

between the US and Turkey. The Erdogan government has requested their extradition on 

multiple occasions. Both Sukur and Kanter were aligned with the Islamic scholar Fetullah 

Gulen, who is in exile in Pennsylvania and leads a religious movement now banned in Turkey. 

Kanter's opposition to the Turkish government led him to assist democratic senators Edward 

Markey and Ron Wyden introduce a bill to condemn human rights treatment in Turkey. 

 

The UN and FIFA in football 

Frank Stengs 
 

        With roughly 3.5 billion fans, football is the most popular sport on earth. The popularity 

of the sport translates into huge revenue streams. The European football market alone was 

valued at €25.2 billion in 2021. With such large sums of money is a game of interests and 

influence. Although there is a huge focus on private corporations and countries financing the 

sport, the influence and power of FIFA often goes unnoticed. 

 

https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2016/07/turkey-how-much-turks-pay-gold-medal.html
https://euobserver.com/eu-political/142443
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-town-to-replace-mesut-ozils-german-team-photo-with-one-alongside-erdogan-134909
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2018/feb/18/hakan-sukur-turkey-fallen-hero-exile
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-turkey-rights-idUSKBN1XM2UQ
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/most-popular-sport-by-country
https://www2.deloitte.com/fi/fi/pages/about-deloitte/articles/annual-review-of-football-finance-2021.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/fi/fi/pages/about-deloitte/articles/annual-review-of-football-finance-2021.html
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        Over the years, FIFA has increased its influence across the globe. There is strong evidence 

that global policies, such as football regulation, can be formulated and administered by FIFA. 

This power results from its market access to global football, which allows the organisation to 

force member states to deviate from national paths of sport regulation. Thus, while being a not-

for-profit agency, the FIFA wields notable power on the global stage. 

 

        Another aspect of its power can be discerned from the political events it is involved in. 

Football is often used as a tool to establish independence and an identity. Interestingly, FIFA 

has more members than the UN. It even associates itself with contested territories and entities, 

such as Palestine, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau. The political significance of football is why 

certain games are not allowed to be played.  UEFA, one of the 6 continental FIFA 

organisations, has several forbidden matches which have included: Ukraine against Russia 

(since 2014), Kosovo against Serbia (since 2016), Kosovo against Bosnia-Herzegovina (since 

2016), Kosovo against Russia (since 2019), Armenia against Azerbaijan (2010) and Spain 

against Gibraltar (2013). FIFA decisions sometimes carry significant political implications that 

go far beyond the realm of sports.  

 

 

 

 

China Football House  
Frank Stengs  

 

        In 2016, China revealed its plans to become a “football superpower” by 2050. With 

massive financial backing, China set out to improve its football standards, which was 

symbolised by the arrival of famous, mostly Brazilian, players. Overseas, Chinese investors 

purchased massive stakes in multiple major European football clubs, including AC Milan, 

Internationazale, Atletico Madrid, Aston Villa and Wolverhampton. The heavy financing can 

https://cyberleninka.org/article/n/635910.pdf
https://www.fifa.com/about-fifa/associations
https://www.dw.com/en/euro-2020-why-serbia-cant-face-kosovo-and-uefas-other-forbidden-matchups/a-51338370
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-china-36015657
https://www.ft.com/content/fb11b9c0-93c8-11e8-b67b-b8205561c3fe
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partly be explained as an investment, but a sizable part can be determined as a bid for China to 

bolster its soft power. 

 

        Alarmed by the sums of money that were flowing to foreign players and clubs, Chinese 

authorities introduced several restrictions on spending in 2018. Not only did it limit the amount 

that could be spent on foreign players, it also led to several Chinese investors pulling out of 

foreign clubs. In 2021, however, there were also signals coming out of China that many clubs 

were experiencing financial issues. Rather than attracting foreign stars, they were now leaving 

the country en masse. This led Deutsche Welle to pose the question of whether any significant 

progress had actually been made in the Chinese Super League.  

 

        The failure of the Chinese Super League was influenced by the perception of foreign 

players and the financial status of clubs and their owners. In China’s bid to become a football 

superpower, it needed to develop local talent. However, quickly after attracting the foreign 

stars, they became viewed as detrimental to the development of local talent. Supposedly, 

foreign players came to China for a vacation and to earn a “quick-buck”. Concerns were 

growing that big spending and the arrival of foreign football players did nothing to aid the local 

development of football players. Hence, the Chinese Football Association 1) restricted the 

amount of foreign players per team and 2) required an amount of U23’s per team to be active. 

More importantly, restrictions on wages were put in place. Combined with the economic 

situation during and after the Covid-19 pandemic, these efforts discouraged the signing of “big-

players”. 

 

 

The geopolitics behind the European Super League 

Marko Cem Zerunyan 

 

Background 

 

        The announcement in April 2021 that twelve of Europe’s top professional football clubs 

formally agreed to form the 'European Super League' (ESL) sent shock waves through world 

football and threatened to supplant the Union of European Football Associations' (UEFA) 

https://www.ft.com/content/fb11b9c0-93c8-11e8-b67b-b8205561c3fe
https://www.dw.com/en/chinese-football-back-at-square-one-after-investment-boom/a-59325681
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
https://www.goal.com/en/news/boom-bust-what-happened-oscar-tevez-chinese-super-league/mv5b8yg0qkoy1ieanvk7scf0c
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crowning competition, the UEFA Champions League. Although the project's first attempt 

collapsed quickly with the help of political leaders such as Boris Johnson, the European Super 

League still remains a possibility in the future. Ultimately, the aim of this project extends into 

the realm of geopolitics as well.  

  

        The European Super League interestingly sees two non-European spheres of influence 

compete to capture commercial soft power over football. As the world's most popular sport, 

football is a cultural asset of European soft power. It has enabled European clubs to attract 

international fan bases that make positive associations with European cities as a result of their 

the football clubs they support. 

  

        The clearest expansion of geopolitical influence through the ESL is the investment of Gulf 

money from the UAE and, reportedly Saudi Arabia. Over the past decade these Gulf states 

have consolidated their soft power by sponsoring football mega-projects and thereby building 

a positive image around associated names like Etihad and NEOM. Nevertheless, these Gulf 

states have met strong opposition to the ESL by neighbouring Qatar on the Arabian peninsula.  

 

        In addition to the deliberate foreign policy effort involved in the Gulf interests behind the 

ESL, the ESL also has strong corporate and private equity backing from the United States. 

Although not explicitly government-backed, these interests represent another context of the 

United States continuing to systematically integrate neo-liberal capitalism across global 

markets. The geopolitical aspect of the ESL can be viewed through the lens of European 

countries seeking to protect the sovereignty of their football economy. Ultimately, the push 

from the American sponsors of the ESL has driven the discussion of the debacle to the halls of 

the EU parliament and courts of justice with most politicians citing fears of football losing its 

grassroots culture in Europe. 

 

The Dynamics of UAE and Qatar in the ESL 

 

        The European Super League debacle has served as a proxy stage for the tensions between 

the UAE and Qatar, especially through the well-known clubs they own, Manchester City and 

Paris Saint Germain (PSG). As regional foes on the Arabian peninsula with similarly structured 

petro-economies and conservative governments, it is no surprise that both Qatar and the UAE 

have identically invested heavily in football as part of their foreign policy agendas.  

  

        In recent history, foreign policy disagreements between Qatar and the wider Middle East 

resulted in a four-year economic blockade of the former. But in spite of these economic 

obstacles, the Qatari state continues to funnel money into football and challenges the UAE’s 

soft power. Just as Etihad and Fly Emirates sponsors have been ubiquitously present on the 

jerseys of top clubs across Europe, Qatar’s investments in football have made the Bein Media 

Group the top broadcasting provider for European football across the globe. The state-backed 

media conglomerate is currently in a long-term agreement with the Union of European Football 

Associations (UEFA) for Champions League broadcasting rights. As a result, footballing 

https://euobserver.com/opinion/151638
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/football/2021/04/23/saudi-link-super-league-denied-jp-morgan-admit4bn-plot-misjudged/
https://english.alarabiya.net/business/2021/03/29/Vision-2030-Saudi-Arabia-s-NEOM-signs-sponsorship-deal-with-major-football-organization
https://www.euractiv.com/section/competition/news/eu-lawmakers-vote-european-super-league-is-a-threat/
https://www.dw.com/en/super-league-clubs-tackle-monopolistic-uefa-on-eu-law/a-59645489
https://www.middleeasteye.net/big-story/qatar-uae-psg-manchester-city-european-super-league
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superpower Paris Saint Germain (PSG), who are also owned by the Qatari state and share board 

members with Bein, have been excluded from the ESL project.  

 

        The exclusion of PSG from the ESL was inevitable. PSG's participation in the competition 

would have meant the same owners of Bein Media (the Qatar sovereign wealth fund) were 

endorsing a project that ran in a direct competition to Bein's profitable long-term broadcasting 

agreements with UEFA. Not only that, the foreign policy image of Qatar supporting such a 

controversial football project only a year before the 2022 World Cup would ruin its chances of 

improving its tarnished image in the West due its poor human rights record. 

 

        Even if the UAE-backed Manchester City found itself in the opposite position to PSG, 

effectively accepting an invitation to the ESL, the club’s ownership had serious hesitations in 

terms of political optics from the start. Given the Emirati ownership's foreign policy goals of 

building a positive image of the UAE through City, the controversy of the ESL jeopardised the 

immense progress made on this front. In the city of Manchester, the ownership has already 

changed unfavourable perceptions by sponsoring multimillion-pound development projects 

that have revitalised the eastern part of the city. This is precisely why Lord Udny-Lister, Boris 

Johnson’s special envoy to the Gulf, issued a warning to Emirati government representatives 

shortly after the ESL was announced, asserting the row would damage the country’s amicable 

relationship with the UK. 

 

        Ultimately, the ESL debacle has panned out to be a victory for Qatari soft power in the 

world of football geopolitics and lobbying. Bein Media’s contract for Champions League 

broadcasting has allowed the Qatari state to defend its interests in UEFA through Nasser al-

Khelaifi. Al-Khelaifi sits on UEFA’s executive committee whilst also acting as chairman of 

PSG, BeIN Media Group, and Qatar Sports Investments (a subsidiary of the Qatar sovereign 

wealth fund). Al-Khelaifi’s involvement in preventing the ESL in recent years and preservation 

of Qatar’s financial interests in European football is also why he was named the most influential 

person in world football by France Football Magazine in 2020. 

 

The Clash of Corporate American Interests and the European Union 

  

        As perhaps a mirror of the developments in past decades in the international financial 

markets and economy, the mere possibility of the ESL’s creation highlights the diminishing 

economic influence of Europe in comparison to the economies of the United States, China, and 

the Gulf. Simon Chadwick, Professor of Eurasian Sport at Emlyon Business School in France, 

points out the ESL’s capitalist design is in stark contrast to ‘the social democracy of Europe, 

particularly Germany, where there’s a more social-democratic model of governing football’.  

 

        The demise of this ‘social democratic’ model has geopolitical implications. By opening 

capacity for greater foreign sponsorship, it invites geopolitically-questionable investments into 

European football clubs. A short list of the controversial sponsors in European football deeply 

linked to undemocratic states include names like Gazprom, Visit Rwanda and Huawei. Indeed, 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/british-envoy-warned-uae-not-to-let-manchester-city-play-in-european-super-league-v9582d6sm
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-nasser-al-khelaifi-most-influential-football
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-nasser-al-khelaifi-most-influential-football
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2021/4/23/what-was-behind-the-collapse-of-the-european-super-league
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it is reminiscent of the struggles faced by the National Basketball Association, which has 

frequently distanced itself from any criticisms over the Hong Kong protests or the Uyghur 

Crisis in order to appease multibillion dollar Chinese investment. In Germany, which 

guarantees a majority of voting rights to fans and club members by the ‘50 percent + 1 share’ 

system, clubs like Bayern Munich have gone through onerous processes to accept sponsorships 

that risk questionable political stances. But despite these measures, the club management was 

controversially able to prevent fans from blocking the club's major Qatar Airways sponsorship 

deal.  

 

        Although not as overt as the sponsorship campaigns of state-backed Gulf corporates, 

David Ellwood explains that American investments into football are partially about an organic 

expansion of American neo-liberal soft power from the geopolitical perspective. Indeed, 

America's advancement of its political and economic agenda in Europe has historically not 

been confined to formal government efforts like the Marshall plan, but also media-based 

methods like Hollywood. Furthermore, the ambitions of American streaming services to enter 

the sports broadcasting realm, could increase their influence over decision-making in European 

football. 

  

        Looking at the emergence of the ESL, it was only when the American owners of 

Liverpool, Manchester United, Arsenal, and AC Milan agreed to take up the vision of Real 

Madrid President Florentino Perez that the project became viable. After that, it simply required 

the backing and billions of dollars of financing by American bank J.P.Morgan to get the 

operations up and running. Of course, there is no undermining that in retaliation to the ESL's 

proposed hyper-commercialisation of European football, the responses of political leaders like 

British Prime Minister Boris Johnson and French President Emmanuel Macron were emphatic 

and forceful. Although the league is stopped in its tracks for now, the financial interests in such 

a project remain strong. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2019/10/7/nbas-china-problem-threatens-billions-in-basketball-investment
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/18/sports/basketball/warriors-chamath-palihapitiya-uyghurs-nba.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/18/sports/basketball/warriors-chamath-palihapitiya-uyghurs-nba.html
https://blog.oup.com/2021/06/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-european-super-league-when-the-american-challenge-backfires/
https://blog.oup.com/2021/06/the-rise-and-fall-of-the-european-super-league-when-the-american-challenge-backfires/
https://www.ft.com/content/0390d533-6f96-4b13-88ec-a10d7a9a79c6
https://www.ft.com/content/0390d533-6f96-4b13-88ec-a10d7a9a79c6


 
 

 23 

THE OLYMPICS 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 24 

The future of the Olympics? 

Arshdip Singh 

        Previous Olympic hosts demonstrated their administrative and infrastructural prowess 

through the construction of new venues that were subsequently abandoned. The Olympic 

games of tomorrow, particularly Paris 2024, will look to demonstrate similar prowess through 

a different approach, namely expediting the improvement of existing infrastructure. In doing 

so, host nations look to make progress towards sustainability policies. 

 

Paris 

 

        Paris will play host for the 2024 games, with the games generating 10.7 billion euros and 

250,000 jobs. The games have also formally joined the “Race to Zero” campaign, initialised 

by the United Nations Framework Convention for Climate Change (UNFCCC). 

 

        Central to Paris’ bid was the need to mitigate transport issues experienced in previous 

games such as Rio 2016. Paris has focused on expanding its rail network and the Grand Prix 

Express, with new lines being added that will extend to the suburbs of Paris. The plan forms 

part of France’s wider policy to fully decarbonise its transport by 2050; it is in this spirit that 

domestic flights under 2 hours were prohibited. The games will be utilised as a tool to expedite 

the transformation of existing infrastructure. 

 

        In a similar vein, Paris 2024 will make use of 95% of existing infrastructure, with the 

remaining venues being developed in areas that are in need of regeneration. Similar plans were 

seen in London, where Olympic development was used to revitalise existing areas. However, 

the consequences of development in east London resulted in a rise in property prices. The 

revitalisation of areas, and making use of existing venues is an attempt to establish an Olympic 

economic model that is affordable and minimises waste. Success in this area will shape future 

Olympic games and increase the likelihood of bids from host nations being accepted. 

 

        Future Olympic Games will continue to show its infrastructural and administrative 

prowess through running efficient and sustainable games. However, the main aim behind 

confirmed host nations and future bids will be to expedite their respective policies for 

transformation, particularly promoting their sustainability targets. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.businessinsider.com/abandoned-olympic-venues-around-the-world-photos-rio-2016-8?r=US&IR=T
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.politico.eu/article/paris-2024-olympics-plan-skeptics/
https://www.paris2024.org/en/economic-impact-study-reveals-paris-2024-could-generate-eu107bn-economic-benefits-and-create/
https://www.paris2024.org/en/economic-impact-study-reveals-paris-2024-could-generate-eu107bn-economic-benefits-and-create/
https://press.paris2024.org/news/press-release-cop26-paris-2024-to-join-unfcccs-race-to-zero-campaign-b18e-7578a.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.politico.eu/article/france-revamps-transport-legislation-while-trying-to-avoid-a-public-backlash-emmanuel-macron-edouard-philippe-yellow-jackets/
https://thepointsguy.co.uk/news/france-ban-short-haul-flights-impact/#:~:text=France%20is%20currently%20the%20only,to%20limit%20short%2Dhaul%20flights.
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://olympics.com/ioc/news/here-east-how-the-olympic-games-london-2012-created-new-opportunities-for-a-community
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/jul/27/london-olympic-park-success-five-years-depends
https://www.politico.eu/article/paris-2024-olympics-plan-skeptics/
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2021/07/22/why-do-so-few-cities-want-to-host-the-olympics
https://www.politico.eu/article/paris-2024-olympics-plan-skeptics/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-08-02/why-paris-got-the-2024-summer-olympics
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The Olympics as a tool of soft power  

Shyla Robinson  

        Hosting the 2008 Olympics cost Beijing approximately $52.7 billion, with the opening 

and closing ceremony alone amounting to $100 million. Six years later, the Winter Games in 

Sochi cost Russia $59.7 billion, making it the most expensive Olympics in history, incurring a 

debt that has been estimated to cost taxpayers approximately $1 billion every year for the 

foreseeable future. At a lower figure but equally heavy cost, the 2016 Olympics in Rio de 

Janeiro cost Brazil $13 billion and resulted in the city requiring a $900 million government 

bailout to cover security costs alone; a number of public employees are believed to have not 

been adequately compensated. So why do countries choose to host the games, or more 

specifically, what incentivises newly industrialised nations to shoulder the debt of hosting 

mega sports events at the expense of investing in economic and human development? 

        Historically, the Olympics have often been employed as a political tool to signal influence 

by states. In the 20th century, the games often took on the role of an icebreaker. This was the 

case when the US sent their table tennis team to China to engage in ‘ping-pong diplomacy’, 

resulting in the lifting of a 20-year trade embargo. They have also been used to signal animosity 

between two nations, as was exemplified by the USA-USSR boycotts of the 1980 and 1984 

Olympics in Moscow and Los Angeles, respectively. The turn of the century, however, has 

seen a sharp rise in another variety of sports diplomacy: using sporting mega-events to build 

soft power in a comparatively less polarised, and increasingly globalised international system. 

Defined as the ability to achieve one’s goals through attraction as opposed to coercion, soft 

power ideally propels a nation to the status of a ‘thought-leader’ to which other states look to 

for guidance and leadership. This allows nations that have garnered such influence to shape 

preferences to align with their own strategic goals. Events like the Olympics can contribute to 

the accumulation of soft power through the international exposure they offer the hosting 

country, which in turn allows them to share their culture with a global audience.  

        Beginning with the 2008 Beijing Olympics, the primary objective to host the games was 

for China to establish itself as a rising power through demonstrating its economic prowess, 

commitment to sustainable development and technological progress. With an estimated one 

billion people tuning in for the opening ceremony alone, it is fair to conclude that the 

international exposure amplified China’s prominence on the world stage by granting it a level 

of attention that is challenging to attain. Thus, hosting the Olympics allows for a country to 

dominate the news for the length of the event – if not longer – which allows for the culture and 

values it exemplifies to be firmly embedded in the global conscience. However, such extended 

media coverage comes at a cost for authoritarian states like China, such as the risks of being 

exposed for human rights and environmental violations. Aware that the whole world is 

watching, opposition groups are more likely to challenge a state’s legitimacy by staging 

protests when international journalists are present to witness their discontent and potential 

retaliatory repression. Pre-empting such strategies, before the 2008 games the Chinese 

https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.30.2.201
https://www.smh.com.au/national/beijings-perfect-opening-20080808-gdspu3.html
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.30.2.201
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15387216.2015.1040432
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.30.2.201
https://money.cnn.com/2016/06/30/news/economy/rio-brazil-bailout-received-olympics/
https://money.cnn.com/2016/06/30/news/economy/rio-brazil-bailout-received-olympics/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/economics-hosting-olympic-games
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/china-ping-pong/
https://www.britannica.com/event/Los-Angeles-1984-Olympic-Games
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/1998-09-01/power-and-interdependence-information-age
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/10.1080/17430430802019169
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/10.1080/17430430802019169
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government set up traps to identify likely dissidents by stating that there would be “protest 

zones” within the city. To access these areas, however, protesters were required to acquire prior 

permission to demonstrate. True to its surveillance state status, the Beijing police traced the 

contacts and arrested opposition figures before the games began, thus leaving the protest zones 

empty. This enabled the state to avoid resorting to the usual repressive treatment and signal to 

the world that there wasn’t any public discontent. To the average viewer, this created an image 

of a modern, environmentally and socially conscious, legitimate state, if not a rising 

superpower. 

        In the 2014 Sochi Olympics, Russia made a similar bid to legitimise its autocracy and 

with extravagant spending amounting to nearly $60 billion, signal that their days of being a 

global superpower are not behind them. Two years prior, although a significantly different kind 

of regime, the United Kingdom’s 2012 Olympics in London had similarly tried to posture the 

country as remaining a major player on the world stage. Through an emphasis on their 

modernity, the UK sought to transform its image from that of a “dwindling empire with 

antiquated traditions” to one confident in its postcolonial identity. Four years later at the 2016 

Olympics in Rio, we continue to see a nation undertaking the substantial strains of hosting the 

games in order to establish themselves on the global stage, which in Brazil’s case was as an 

emerging power. At this point, however, it is worth asking just how effective these attempts 

are at truly manifesting soft power and persuading other states to follow their vision or look to 

them for guidance. Given the publicity the Olympics gives, it can go either way. In an 

increasingly diverse media landscape peppered with calls for boycotts, publicity often takes 

unfavourable turns. It can be argued that hosting can only alter a country's global standing to a 

certain degree. The Olympics cannot erase a country’s authoritarian tendencies, historical 

wrongdoing, populist tendencies or general incompetence.  

 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/08/13/china-police-detain-would-be-olympic-protesters
https://www.hrw.org/news/2008/08/13/china-police-detain-would-be-olympic-protesters
https://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/jep.30.2.201
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781839107368/9781839107368.00029.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781839107368/9781839107368.00029.xml
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The Refugee Olympics Team 

Ruy Scalamandré 

 

        The Olympic Games are perhaps the most comprehensive and far-reaching international 

sporting event. The last rendition of the Games, Tokyo 2020, saw over 10,000 athletes 

representing 205 countries and territories. Given the exceptional reach of the Games globally, 

the potential for the Games to be used to propagate political messages has been used numerous 

times since the International Olympic Committee (IOC) held its first Summer Games in 1896. 

Examples include the U.S. track and field athletes, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, raising 

black leather gloves to protest the treatment of African-Americans in their home country in 

1968 and athletes from Islamic countries refusing to compete against their Israeli counterparts 

because of the treatment of Palestinians by the Israeli government. 

  

        In recent years the IOC has been using its own platform to promote its values of Olympism 

– “excellence, friendship, and respect”. It was in this spirit that in 2015 the IOC set out to create 

a team representing a team of refugee athletes for the 2016 Games in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

The Refugee Olympic Team (ROT) was the first instance of a non-country entry to the games, 

fully sponsored by the IOC. Since 2016 the IOC has continued to sponsor the ROT and will 

continue to do so until at least 2026. Initially only 10 athletes were selected to compete for the 

ROT in 2016 but by Tokyo 2020 this number increased to 29. The goal of the ROT, according 

to the IOC, is to create a platform for refugee athletes and bring awareness to the ongoing 

hardships faced by refugees worldwide. By doing so, the IOC is able to influence political 

narratives on refugees in a positive way. The timing of the ROT establishment for the 2016 

Summer Games in Rio coincided with the tragic events happening in the Mediterranean Sea, 

where refugees attempting to reach Europe died at sea. In the political arena, populist 

movements in Europe pressured governments to fix the “problem” of the so-called migrant 

crisis. Certain governments, like Germany, opened their doors and welcomed refugees but 

other countries quickly found ways to refuse access to refugees. For example the former Italian 

minister of internal affairs, Matteo Salvini, turned away a vessel carrying refugees into Italian 

ports. Outside of politics, the media also played a significant role in maintaining a negative 

narrative towards refugees..  

 

        The formation of the ROT served not only as a platform to represent and showcase the 

talents of refugee athletes but also placed the refugee athletes on a level playing field with 

athletes endorsed by national Olympic committees. In so doing, the IOC made a proactive push 

to change narratives on refugees for the better, whilst defending and promoting its business 

interests. The IOC is a non-profit sporting association that prides itself on using its profits to 

invest in sports, athletes, and to ease the burden of hosting the Games for host countries. This 

suggests the IOC’s business interests are largely in line with its moral ethos of creating and 

financing “a better world through sport”. 

  

https://olympics.com/en/olympic-games/tokyo-2020
https://www.history.com/news/black-athletes-raise-fists-1968-olympics
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2021/jul/24/algerian-judoka-sent-home-from-olympics-after-refusing-to-compete-against-israeli
https://olympics.com/ioc/olympic-values#:~:text=The%20three%20values%20of%20Olympism,to%20building%20a%20better%20world.
https://olympics.com/ioc/refugee-olympic-team-rio-2016
https://olympics.com/ioc/refugee-olympic-team
https://olympics.com/ioc/refugee-olympic-team
https://olympics.com/ioc/refugee-olympic-team
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-migration-policy/migration-timeline/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/894223/immigrant-numbers-germany/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-59020839
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/01/refugee-crisis-europe-mediterranean-racism-incarceration
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/01/refugee-crisis-europe-mediterranean-racism-incarceration
https://olympics.com/ioc/finance
https://olympics.com/ioc/funding
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        Such an initiative to increase the participation and representation of minorities or 

underrepresented groups is not exclusive to the Olympics. For example, the Fédération 

Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) created the W-Series in late 2018. The W-Series is a free-

to-enter motor racing championship comprised of female-only racing drivers, providing “equal 

opportunities to women and eliminates the financial barriers that have historically prevented 

them from progressing” into the top tiers of automobile racing. This is an initiative of the FIA’s 

Women in Motorsport division and as of 2022 W-Series events are held alongside Formula 1 

races. Similarly, football also has a bottom-up approach to representation. Unlike the initiatives 

set up by the IOC or FIA, many grassroots are partially or totally independent from the main 

organising body, Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), but are 

nevertheless effective in giving less privileged athletes the opportunity to play and to make it 

as professional athletes. A noteworthy example of such an organisation is Edmonton Free 

Footie, based in Canada. Edmonton Free Footie served as a gateway into the world of 

professional football for Bayern Munich superstar Alphonso Davies, the son of two Liberian 

refugees in Canada. 

  

        Whilst the W-Series and grassroots organisations in football demonstrate sport in general 

is able to act as a bridge between the political stigma of refugees and genuine opportunities in 

sport, the FIA and FIFA do not enjoy, to the same extent as the IOC, the reach and prestige of 

their sport and finance. The IOC’s Olympic sports are less costly and competitive from a 

financial standpoint because the IOC is financially and operationally independent, 

collaborating with governments only when necessary. On the other hand, the commercial value 

and competitive nature of motorsport and association football invites stakeholders, often with 

competing interests and goals, to collaborate to find compromises on how sport should be 

organised. Therefore, the IOC is able to traverse the intersection of business, geopolitics and 

sport with relative ease compared to some other sports. 

   

        In conclusion, the ROT acts as a platform for the realisation of individual sporting talent 

on offer from refugees and raises awareness to the hardships endured by refugees all over the 

world. With the number of asylum-seekers and refugees increasing, the relevance of the ROT 

is consistently renewed. Fundamentally, the ROT is also the result of a unique balancing act 

between political and business interests in the world of sport. This is achieved by the relative 

autonomy the IOC enjoys from external stakeholders’ business interests through financial 

independence and a long-standing history of the Olympic Games as a prestigious sporting 

event, with most countries devoting a great deal of resources to the Games. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://wseries.com/about-w-series/
https://purposedriven.fia.com/page/about
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The Catalan candidacy for the 2020 Winter Olympics 

Albert Cullell Cano 

 

        In 2010, the mayor of Barcelona, Jordi Hereu, proposed Barcelona in cooperation with 

the Pyrenees present its candidacy for the Winter Olympics in 2026. The proposal was ratified 

next year by the new mayor, Xavier Trias. However, in light of the Catalan bid for 

independence and consequently the foreseeable lack of Spanish support necessary for 

successful application, mayoress Ada Colau shelved the Barcelona-Pyrinees candidacy. 

However, in 2018 and after the arrival of the new Socialist government to Spain, the president 

of the Spanish Olympic Committee (COE), Alejandro Blanco, proposed to resurrect the project 

for the 2030 games. To this both Catalonia and Spain acquiesced. 

 

        In the following years, the Pyrenees-Barcelona candidacy expanded to include Aragon, 

the neighbouring autonomous community of Catalonia. In January 2022, views about the 

candidacy’s organisation began to clash between Catalans and Aragoneses. Catalonia’s 

approach to the distribution of the Olympic trials is reported to have been strictly technical, 

displaying an open disposition to dialogue and negotiation. However, Aragon has backed out 

of the initial agreement and proves to be a rocky opponent at the negotiating table. 

 

        The project has been declared dead by Blanco. The COE president pointed to Javier 

Lambán, president of Aragon, as the one to blame for the failure of the negotiations and 

applauded the Catalan delegation for their compliance. This was because of an agreement to 

hold fewer trials in Aragon, which Lambán had refused under accusations of catalanophobia. 

To cap all this, Lambán has admitted that it was the initial intention of the Spanish government 

to politically utilise the candidacy to ‘return Catalonia to the constitutional fold’. As for the 

latter, the Catalan government has ignored this and plans to present a solo candidacy for the 

games in 2030 or 2034, but other than verbal protests to Aragonese attitude and the lack of 

explicit support by the Spanish central government, they remain committed to respecting the 

Spanish institutions and dialogue with Spain, however fruitless it appears to have been. 

 

Is the Catalan movement dead for good? 

 

        The current Catalan government enjoys an absolute majority in parliament and received 

52% of the independence referendum votes. However, they have moved from a unilateral 

declaration of independence to meek compliance with Spain in their bid for the Winter 

Olympics. In both cases, FC Barcelona’s identification with Catalan politics and the 2030 

Winter Olympic Games candidacy case study points to a correlation between the ups and 

downs of the Catalan bid for independence. All things considered, the initial hypothesis by 

which the politicisation of sports during the Catalan bid for independence could be used as an 

indicator of political risk has been proved. Thus, in response to the question opening these 

conclusions, it is fair to say that the political conflict is at the very least stagnated, with a 

Catalan government that, despite having all the electoral leverage one could desire, refuses to 

https://web.archive.org/web/20100128105358/http:/www.elsingulardigital.cat/cat/notices/2010/01/barcelona_candidata_als_jocs_olimpics_d_rsquo_hivern_del_2022_46597.php
https://elpais.com/politica/2011/06/30/actualidad/1309431851_942898.html
https://cat.elpais.com/cat/2015/06/17/catalunya/1434536958_248520.html
https://as.com/masdeporte/polideportivo/cronologia-de-la-candidatura-de-los-pirineos-a-los-juegos-de-invierno-de-2030-n/
https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2022-01-26/las-diferencias-entre-cataluna-y-aragon-incendian-la-recta-final-de-la-candidatura-de-los-juegos-de-invierno.html
https://www.rtve.es/television/20220524/fracassa-negociacio-candidatura-conjunta-jocs-hivern/2350940.shtml
https://elmon.cat/politica/espanya/gravacions-desmenteixen-lamban-jocs-hivern-445598/
https://elmon.cat/politica/espanya/gravacions-desmenteixen-lamban-jocs-hivern-445598/
https://www.catalannews.com/politics/item/spain-officially-rules-out-2030-winter-games-bid-in-catalonia-and-aragon
https://cronicaglobal.elespanol.com/vida/coe-responsabiliza-lamban-fiasco-juegos-invierno-2030-ha-hecho-cosas-mal_689870_102.html
https://www.diaridegirona.cat/esports/2022/05/25/54-proves-l-arago-i-66530239.html
http://www.carlosherrera.com/web/noticias1.asp?Id=13184
https://www.catalannews.com/politics/item/catalonia-asks-spanish-olympic-committee-to-consider-solo-catalan-candidacy
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escalate the conflict or pose any challenge, in a bid for dialogued resolution that nevertheless 

resists materialisation, as the Spanish government remains reluctant to sit at the negotiating 

table. However, support for independence remains high. In any event, for more about the 

future, we might just keep an eye on the football pitch. 
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Himalayan border clashes and E-sports 

Kevin Fulgham 

 

        Organisations looking to partner with the rapidly growing E-Sport ecosystem should be 

mindful of increasing geopolitical tensions regarding data localisation. These changes may 

fracture the existing E-Sports competitive ecosystem. This was evident when the Indian 

government banned the South Korean-created but Chinese-linked mobile E-Sport game PUBG 

Mobile, during the 2020 to 2022 Chinese - Indian Tibetan border skirmishes along Ladakh and 

the Tibet Autonomous Region.  

 

How did we get here?  

 

        On May 5, 2020, China and India increased tensions along the disputed Sino-Indian 

border near Kashmir and Tibet. Tensions rose as Chinese forces objected to Indian road 

construction, leading to the first shots fired in 45 years along the border. Over the summer of 

2020, there were estimates of combined Indian - Chinese soldiers 20-40 killed and 60+ injured.  

 

        On September 2, 2020, under Section 69A of the Information Technology Act, the Indian 

government banned over 100 apps, in three separate rounds, from technology companies in 

China, citing concerns over data governance and security. "This move will safeguard the 

interests of crores of Indian mobile and internet users. This decision is a targeted move to 

ensure the safety, security, and sovereignty of Indian cyberspace…The larger issues are data 

privacy and security and the information the apps collect from users. We have sent 70-odd 

questions to the blocked apps and asked them to review and respond.", according to the Indian 

Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology. Among them were Bytedance's TikTok, 

Alibaba's UC Browser, Tencent's WeChat, and Tencent-linked PlayerUnknown's 

Battlegrounds Mobile or PUBG Mobile, the most-watched E-Sport in the world.  

 

        PUBG Mobile is the mobile version of the free-to-play online multiple battle-royale 

game.  PUBG Mobile, released in 2018, is the fourth highest-grossing mobile game and most 

played mobile video game of all time. According to data analytics firm Sensor Tower, India 

has the app's biggest market and accounts for 24% of all global downloads.  

 

        PUBG Corporation, the game developer, is a South Korean-based company owned by 

another South Korean-based company: KRAFTON. However, PUBG Corporation co-develops 

the game's mobile version with Chinese-based Tencent Games.  On October 30, 2020,  Tencent 

Games announced that it "will terminate all service and access for users [of PUBG Mobile] in 

India."  

 

        In 2021, PUBG Corporation launched a new mobile version of its game, rebranded as 

Battleground Mobile India (BGMI). Following Battleground Mobile India's release, new 

concerns arose that data from players located in India was being transmitted to third-party 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/06/16/asia/china-india-border-clash-intl-hnk/index.html
https://indianexpress.com/article/explained/explained-why-govt-ban-more-china-apps-7772982/
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/pubg-pulls-india-rights-from-china-based-tencent-games-after-ban/story-IcRn85Xx5ru9kCA7hcLpwI.html
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/pubg-pulls-india-rights-from-china-based-tencent-games-after-ban/story-IcRn85Xx5ru9kCA7hcLpwI.html
https://escharts.com/news/most-popular-mobile-esports-games-2020
https://www.business-standard.com/article/technology/pubg-revokes-ties-with-china-s-tencent-games-after-india-ban-details-here-120090800371_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/technology/pubg-revokes-ties-with-china-s-tencent-games-after-india-ban-details-here-120090800371_1.html
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2020-10-30-pubg-mobile-has-ceased-operations-in-india-due-to-government-ban
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2020-10-30-pubg-mobile-has-ceased-operations-in-india-due-to-government-ban
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servers in China. BGMI was designed and created in India by the South Korean company 

KRAFTON. Some features unique to BGMI (versus PUBG) include reminders to players about 

how long they have been playing, which can be turned off if the player is over 18 years old. 

These features resemble a Chinese-country-specific version of PUBG Mobile, Peacekeeper 

Elite. BGMI was initially solely released for the Android platform, used by 90% of Indian 

smartphone users. In June 2021, KRAFTON updated the game to fix concerns that the BGMI 

was sending data to data servers based in China, including some owned by Tencent.  

 

        In February 2022, Garena Free Fire, the number one downloaded mobile game between 

2019 and 2021, was banned by the Indian government under Section 69. Garena Free Fire is 

similar to PUBG Mobile's ban, as Garena is not published by a Chinese-based company 

(Singapore) but partnered with Chinese-based Tencent. The ban followed increased January 

2022 border tensions, where satellite images showed China building new bridges in the 

disputed area.  

 

What are E-sports? 

 

        E-Sports are the emerging discipline of competitive video games. As viewership of 

traditional sports decreases, E-sports viewership is increasing. In 2019, the League of Legends 

World Championships reached 100 million viewers, the same amount as the NFL's Super 

Bowl. In 2022, the global E-Sports audience reached 640 million, growing annually by 8.7% 

and generating $1.38b in revenue, a third originating from China. In the competitive E-Sport 

ecosystem, approximately 60% of revenues derive from commercial sponsorships.  

 

        E-Sport titles face the constant risk of change from their players, similar video games, or 

the development of new E-Sport genres. E-sports titles are unique compared to most other 

video games because they receive continuous technical and gameplay support in the form of 

incrementally downloadable updates called patches. These patches adjust aspects of the 

gameplay to keep the game viable as an E-sport, often removing design issues or re-balancing 

the game for increased competition. For other video games, technical advancement 

traditionally stops at the game's launch.  

 

        E-Sports' rapid development encourages the development of new games and sports 

titles. Nine months after Fortnite launched in 2017, it acquired 125m players, and Apex 

Legends reached 50m players in one month after its February 2019 launch. However, as 

quickly as E-Sport games gain players, they can also lose them as Battle Royale game Realm 

Royal lost 95% of its player base in 2 months. Valve's collectible card game Artifact, a 

competitor to Hearthstone, lost 60% of its player base within a week.  

 

        Unlike traditional sports governed by federations, E-sports are commercial products 

governed by companies that have the power to change the game or control access via digital 

means rapidly. The highest level of data tracking allows E-Sport publishers data access about 

specific players and their locations, unlike traditional sports federations.  

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/technology/krafton-officially-launches-battlegrounds-mobile-in-india-to-repeat-pubg-success/articleshow/84060665.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/technology/krafton-officially-launches-battlegrounds-mobile-in-india-to-repeat-pubg-success/articleshow/84060665.cms
https://in.ign.com/india/158756/news/battlegrounds-mobile-india-gameplay-china-pubg-peacekeeper-elite-differences
https://in.ign.com/india/158756/news/battlegrounds-mobile-india-gameplay-china-pubg-peacekeeper-elite-differences
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2022-01-27-how-garena-free-fire-plans-to-stand-out-from-the-battle-royale-crowd
https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2022-01-27-how-garena-free-fire-plans-to-stand-out-from-the-battle-royale-crowd
https://www.pocketgamer.biz/asia/news/77832/tencent-raises-3-billion-sale-sea-group-shares/
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/indiachina-border-standoff-china-constructs-bridge-on-pangong-lake-in-ladakh-11641264740687.html
https://www.livemint.com/news/india/indiachina-border-standoff-china-constructs-bridge-on-pangong-lake-in-ladakh-11641264740687.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/derekbaine/2022/02/25/why-do-sports-rights-continue-to-go-up-while-viewership-on-games-goes-down/?sh=36ef7ac82d54
https://www.forbes.com/sites/derekbaine/2022/02/25/why-do-sports-rights-continue-to-go-up-while-viewership-on-games-goes-down/?sh=36ef7ac82d54
https://www.roundhillinvestments.com/research/esports/esports-viewership-vs-sports
https://newzoo.com/insights/trend-reports/newzoo-global-esports-live-streaming-market-report-2022-free-version
https://www.atlantis-press.com/article/125971621.pdf
https://www.polygon.com/2019/3/4/18249837/apex-legends-50-million-players
https://www.svg.com/163940/games-that-lost-almost-all-of-their-playerbase-within-months/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/insertcoin/2019/01/16/valves-artifact-has-lost-almost-its-entire-playerbase-in-the-two-months-since-launch/
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        Whilst some may argue E-Sports are not "real sports", many sports organisations have 

already taken steps to partner or incorporate them into their events. The International Olympic 

Committee set up the Olympic Virtual Series, the Asian Games made non-sport simulated E-

sports a medal-winning sport, and numerous sports leagues have a companion E-sports league, 

among them NBA, NHL, Formula 1, and UEFA Champions League. 

 

What’s the underlying story?  

 

        Underlying the Sino-Indians tension over PUBG Mobile are conversations about cross-

border data flows and data localization. Data Localization is "a range of measures providing 

for mandatory storage or processing of data within the territory of a given country." Nations 

are increasingly concerned about cross-border data flows, especially as artificial intelligence 

(AI) technologies and businesses, which rely on large data, develop and spread. Some 

policymakers advocate “data sovereignty” viewpoints, which extend political sovereignty in 

the digital space, or policymakers advocate anti-“data colonisation” viewpoints arguing that 

foreign corporations enter national markets, collect data of their residents, and then extract 

economic value back to their host countries  

 

        Between 2017 and  2021, the number of countries implementing data-localization laws 

doubled from 35 to 62. A well-known example of data localization law is the European Union’s 

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), passed in 2018. In 2019, the “Personal Data 

Protection Bill 2019” (PDPB 2019) was introduced to the Indian Parliament but was quickly 

tabled for further investigation. In December 2021, the Joint Parliamentary Committee released 

its two-year report on the PDPB 2019. They recommended expanding the reach of the PDPB 

2019 from personalised data to certain types of non-personalized data that could be considered 

proprietary. Other recommendations, Clause 16, involve the processing of personal data of 

children, which is significant as a large portion of E-Sport gamers are minors.  

 

        Currently, there is limited transnational data localization consensus and firms must 

carefully navigate each new market. Lacking a data localization strategy has commercial risks 

such as delaying the entry to new markets, increasing go-to-market regulatory burdens, and 

possible localized versions of products. 

 

       

        E-Sports are a rapidly growing, youth-oriented, sub-section of the global sports 

ecosystem. As E-Sports is built for a globally digital world and collects significant user data, 

E-sports continues to attract a wide range of commercial partnerships. Unlike traditional sports, 

private companies own their E-Sports and govern the intellectual property, gameplay, and 

access to games, giving them far greater control and ability to increase engagement than 

traditional sports federations. 

 

        

https://olympics.com/ioc/news/international-olympic-committee-makes-landmark-move-into-virtual-sports-by-announcing-first-ever-olympic-virtual-series
https://olympics.com/en/news/fifa-pubg-dota-2-esports-medal-events-asian-games-2022
https://olympics.com/en/news/fifa-pubg-dota-2-esports-medal-events-asian-games-2022
https://2kleague.nba.com/
https://www.nhl.com/fans/gaming
https://f1esports.com/
https://www.uefa.com/uefachampionsleague/esports/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/01/the-retreat-of-the-data-localization-brigade-india-indonesia-and-vietnam/
https://thediplomat.com/2020/01/the-retreat-of-the-data-localization-brigade-india-indonesia-and-vietnam/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Cross_Border_Data_Flows.pdf
https://itif.org/publications/2021/07/19/how-barriers-cross-border-data-flows-are-spreading-globally-what-they-cost/
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R45584.pdf
https://blogs.sap.com/2022/01/19/challenges-in-cross-border-data-flows-and-data-localization-amidst-new-regulations/
https://iapp.org/news/a/a-look-at-proposed-changes-to-indias-personal-data-protection-bill/
https://iapp.org/news/a/a-look-at-proposed-changes-to-indias-personal-data-protection-bill/
https://www.herbertsmithfreehills.com/latest-thinking/increasing-localisation-of-data-in-asia-why-this-matters-for-tech


 
 

 35 

        Private companies, unlike non-profit federations, are often subject to different political 

and legal pressures. The Indian government's ban on Chinese-connected PUBG Mobile over 

geopolitical tensions is a prime example. As most E-Sports competitions feature players 

representing teams rather than nations, the political support present in E-sports is more limited 

than in traditional sports.  Organisations intending to engage with E-Sports must consider the 

publisher's national origin and other geopolitical events. Given the political importance of 

transnational digital data flows, E-sports are often under greater inspection than traditional 

sports.  
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F1 drivers and politically backed sponsorship deals 

Alina Vrabie  

 

        Formula 1 has declared itself time and time again as apolitical and independent. 

Traditional political involvement in the form of state institutions or partisan backing is hard to 

spot, this is because it takes other forms with the most common being through sponsorship 

deals.  

 

        It has become common for drivers emerging from underrepresented countries in the sport 

to bring some form of political backing. It is worth considering the momentum Formula 1 

gained in the past years and, of course, the substantially increased investment in the domain. 

As countries where the sport is not traditionally popular are seeking to boost its reach to the 

public and, therefore, benefit from its financial underpinnings, state-backed drivers have 

appeared. Often, this support takes the shape of sponsorships, especially from state-run 

companies.  

 

        Amongst the most controversial cases of this nature is Pastor Maldonado, holding the 

longest contract a Venezuelan driver has had in Formula 1, from 2011 to 2013 for Williams 

and from 2014 to 2015 for Lotus. However, when assessing whether his tenure was a matter of 

skill or funding, one quickly comes to realise it is the latter. Maldonado was one of the worst-

performing drivers on the grid, having won a single podium in his career and being known to 

be accident-prone. Of course, his persistence in the sport can be explained through the 

continuous state backing he received, overseen by president Hugo Chavez himself. This 

support came through Maldonado’s main sponsor, PDVSA, the state-run oil and natural gas 

company of Venezuela. Proving that Maldonado’s seat in Formula 1 was dictated solely by his 

finances, the end of his sponsorship deal immediately brought the end of his career. Following 

the acquisition of Lotus by Renault at the end of 2015 and the alleged disputes between Renault 

and PDVSA, Maldonado announced his exit from the sport in early 2016.  

 

        Venezuela is not the only example of state involvement in Formula 1. Maldonado’s 

teammate at Williams in 2012, Bruno Senna, brought Brazilian oil sponsors with him, through 

Eike Batista and his company, OGX. Maldonado’s replacement at Williams after his exit in 

2013 followed a similar pattern. Felipe Massa, although arguably a better driver than 

Maldonado, also came with state-backing. The Brazilian driver brought Petrobras, the national 

Brazilian oil company, and Banco do Brasil as principal sponsors to Williams upon his arrival.  

 

        But such cases are not reserved solely for Latin American countries. Perhaps an even more 

prolific example of state-sports intertwinement is the Russian Federation. Vitaly Petrov, the 

first Russian driver in Formula 1, joined Renault in 2010 with significant financial backing, 

most notably from Rostec, a Russian state-owned infrastructure and defence company, 

Novatek, a major Russian gas producer and Sibur, a Russian government-funded petrochemical 

company. 

https://www.formula1points.com/driver/Pastor%20Maldonado
https://bleacherreport.com/articles/2614370-examining-pastor-maldonados-f1-legacy-of-crashes-penalties-and-1-magical-win
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/10/01/sport/motorsport/formula-one-maldonado-venezuela/index.html
https://www.autosport.com/f1/news/pastor-maldonado-confirms-f1-exit-after-losing-renault-seat-4994496/4994496/
https://exame.com/marketing/eike-batista-ajuda-volta-de-bruno-senna-na-f-1/
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/petrobras_returns_to_formula_one_with_revitalised_williams/
https://bleacherreport.com/articles/2050781-how-williams-came-out-on-top-after-departure-of-pastor-maldonado-and-pdvsa
https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2011/04/19/5931-zavody-tsisterny-ofshory-sosedi
https://www.sport-interfax.ru/172131
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/sibur_follows_petrov_to_caterham/
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Dmity Mazepin, a case study 

Sharif Fatourehchi 

 

        The most recent example of a Russian driver in Formula 1 that made headlines for all the 

wrong reasons was Nikita Mazepin. Similar to Maldonado, he was a very poor performing 

driver. Racing for the Haas F1 Team, he failed to win any points in the 2021 season. However 

it should be noted that Nikita Mazepin is the son of the Russian oligarch Dmitry Mazepin. 

Nikita was given his spot on the track as a consequence of Haas’s sponsorship contract with 

Uralkali, a Russian fertiliser producer largely owned by the Uralchem Group. Uralchem 

Group’s majority shareholder and chair is Dmitry Mazepin. Following Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine, Dmitry and Nikita were both included on the EU sanctions list. Dmitry was among 

36 members of the business community that met with Russian President Vladimir Putin in the 

wake of Western sanctions to discuss the aforementioned issues.  Therefore, as a consequence 

of  his affiliation with the Russian government, Dmitry and his son, Nikita, were both 

sanctioned by the EU. The Haas F1 Team terminated Nikita’s contract, leaving the driver 

without a team to race for in future seasons, as well as their sponsorship contract with Uralkali. 

Uralkali and the Mazepins have been trying to earn compensation from Haas as they claim it 

is their right as a consequence of the one-sided termination of the sponsorship contract. None 

of these efforts have been fruitful and disputes are ongoing.  

 

        The F1’s high barriers to entry and high operating costs means the sport is often exploited 

by the richest members of society. The 2021 season saw teams operating under a budget cap 

of $145 million; for some teams the cap is restricting but teams like Haas require large influxes 

of cash to allow for smooth operations. This vulnerability allows for wealthy sponsors to 

leverage their finances, obtain decision making power and project a clean image for their 

company and themselves.  

 

 

 

https://www.formula1.com/en/results.html/2021/drivers/NIKMAZ01/nikita-mazepin.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2022.080.01.0031.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2022%3A080%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2022.080.01.0031.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2022%3A080%3ATOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2022.080.01.0031.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AL%3A2022%3A080%3ATOC
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/mar/09/sacked-russian-f1-driver-nikita-mazepin-hits-back-at-haas
https://www.espn.com/f1/story/_/id/33419710/haas-terminates-contracts-russian-driver-nikita-mazepin-title-sponsor-uralkali
https://www.espn.com/f1/story/_/id/33736273/haas-rejects-uralkali-13-million-refund-demand-want-compensation-report
https://www.espn.com/f1/story/_/id/33736273/haas-rejects-uralkali-13-million-refund-demand-want-compensation-report
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.the-2021-f1-cost-cap-explained-what-has-changed-and-why.5O1Te8udKLmkUl4PyVZtUJ.html
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.the-2021-f1-cost-cap-explained-what-has-changed-and-why.5O1Te8udKLmkUl4PyVZtUJ.html
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The F1 in Saudi Arabia  
Arshdip Singh 

 

        The first session of the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix was delayed on the 25th March 2022. 

This was due to a missile strike on a nearby Saudi Aramco facility, with Houthi rebels claiming 

responsibility soon after. In response, an emergency meeting was held involving the F1, FIA, 

teams, drivers and local officials. While the driver’s expressed serious concerns about the 

prospect of continuing the race weekend, reports emerged that drivers were told by local 

officials that they would face serious consequences should they not continue.   

 

        The first issue to consider is whether an attack on the Aramco facility constituted a 

credible threat for the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix. The facility was located approximately 10 

miles from the circuit. The proximity to the track would indicate the threat posed was credible. 

Additionally, Aramco signed a global partnership deal with Formula 1 in 2020, reportedly 

worth $450 million, whilst also boasting a title sponsorship with the Aston Martin F1 Team. 

On the same day, the attack occurred in several places with the Saudi officials stating that 

civilian housing was also hit. These attacks have been ongoing since the start of conflict in 

2015, with Houthi rebels having fired 430 missiles and 851 armed drones at Saudi Arabia. 

Although the threat did not materialise, the fear of an attack on the circuit was credible as the 

missile strikes were non-discriminatory. 

 

        The possible consequences alluded to in the meeting between management, local officials 

and drivers included and were not limited to making it difficult to leave the country. The 

insistence to continue racing is the result of two factors, sportswashing and future implications. 

Firstly, the ongoing conflict has seen Saudi-led airstrikes kill “tens of thousands people” and 

displace more than 100,000. The UN has further claimed it to be one of the largest humanitarian 

crisis. Furthermore, an F1 exodus would have negative implications for the country’s prospects 

of holding international sporting events in the future. For example, following the 2009 attack 

on the Sri Lankan cricket team’s bus in Pakistan, international fixtures did not return to the 

country until 2018. Therefore, the continuance of the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix weekend 

strengthened the country’s position, with it now hosting the Usyk v Joshua boxing match and 

the controversial LIV Golf invitational series.  

 

        The conversation around the Saudi Arabia Grand Prix has since been quiet, and it is likely 

it will be revisited prior to the F1’s visit next year. It is worth noting that the Russian Grand 

Prix was cancelled relatively quickly after the Ukraine invasion, whilst the Vietnamese Grand 

Prix was abandoned completely due to political corruption charges. The former situation would 

suggest that the sport has bowed to international pressure, however both situations show that 

revenue generation is a key element. Saudi Arabian Grand Prix generates $65 million per grand 

prix and $40 million in sponsorship. In comparison, the Russian Grand Prix contract was worth 

$53 million, and the Vietnamese Grand Prix contract was worth $50 million. The revenue 

generated from the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix is not significantly greater than the other venues, 

https://www.motorsport.com/f1/news/second-jeddah-practice-delayed-oil-facility-attack/9314872/
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/mar/25/saudi-arabian-grand-prix-at-risk-of-cancellation-after-houthi-missile-attack
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/mar/25/saudi-arabian-grand-prix-at-risk-of-cancellation-after-houthi-missile-attack
https://www.espn.co.uk/f1/story/_/id/33617032/why-did-f1-go-racing-saudi-arabia-be-back
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/formula1/60880598
https://jalopnik.com/oil-plant-10-miles-from-jeddah-circuit-attacked-during-1848704462
https://jalopnik.com/oil-plant-10-miles-from-jeddah-circuit-attacked-during-1848704462
https://www.sportspromedia.com/categories/sponsorship-marketing/sponsorship/aston-martin-f1-agree-aramco-co-naming-rights-deal/#:~:text=In%202020%2C%20Aramco%20agreed%20a,worth%20more%20US%24450%20million.
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/aston-martin-f1-agree-aramco-co-naming-rights-deal/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/03/25/houthis-escalate-attacks-saudi-arabia-strike-oil-facility/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/houthis-have-fired-430-missiles-851-drones-saudi-arabia-since-2015-saudi-led-2021-12-26/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/formula1/60880598
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-29319423
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-29319423
https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis
https://www.unicef.org/emergencies/yemen-crisis
https://www.icc-cricket.com/news/652458
https://www.fixturecalendar.com/country-saudi-arabia
https://www.fixturecalendar.com/country-saudi-arabia
https://www.autosport.com/f1/news/f1-terminates-russian-gp-contract-after-cancellation-of-2022-race/8661691/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/formula1/54879815
https://www.skysports.com/f1/news/12433/12550515/russian-gp-formula-1-say-2022-race-impossible-to-hold-following-ukraine-invasion
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/world/437628-formula-1-said-to-chase-65m-deal-for-first-saudi-race
https://www.arabianbusiness.com/world/437628-formula-1-said-to-chase-65m-deal-for-first-saudi-race
https://www.sportbusiness.com/news/aramco-pays-upwards-of-40m-per-year-to-join-f1-top-tier/
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/f1-russian-gp-grand-prix-sochi-ukraine/
https://www.sportspromedia.com/news/f1-russian-gp-grand-prix-sochi-ukraine/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/csylt/2018/02/26/f1-would-get-50-million-boost-from-vietnam-grand-prix-says-ecclestone/
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however the influence of state-owned Aramco is. Aramco has explicit links with Formula 1 

and Aston Martin, whilst also possessing implicit links with Mercedes’ sponsors Petronas and 

Ineos; Ferrari sponsor Shell; close ties with Bahraini royal family that holds majority stake in 

McLaren Group; Alpine Sponsor DP World; and Alfa Romeo sponsor PKN ORLEN. The 

potentially catastrophic financial implications of not racing in Saudi Arabia provides a 

compelling reason as to why the grand prix was not abandoned. 

 

        The drivers and teams were told they would be offered a bigger voice with regard to the 

countries the F1 visits. However, it is unlikely this offer can be separated from the potential 

revenue generation for the series. Additionally, the Saudi Arabian Grand Prix debate will likely 

be revisited but to no avail; unless external forces such as a global boycott are at play as they 

were for the Russian Grand Prix. 

 

 

 

Corporate Social Responsibility: The Case of F1 

 
Ruy Scalamandré 

  

        Formula 1 is a global motorsport series attracting the top drivers, engineering talent, and 

brands in motorsport and beyond. It has a yearly viewership fluctuating around half-billion 

people, and its global reach means that the sport is able to visit a variety of countries around 

the world. 

  

https://www.skysports.com/f1/news/20876/12577467/formula-1-drivers-to-ask-for-more-input-over-where-sport-races-after-saudi-arabia-drama
https://www.autosport.com/f1/news/f1-terminates-russian-gp-contract-after-cancellation-of-2022-race/8661691/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/480129/cable-or-broadcast-tv-networks-formula-one-f1-racing-watched-within-the-last-12-months-usa/
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        Formula 1 as a sport is organised by two principle actors – the Fédération Internationale 

de l’Automobile (FIA) and Formula One Management (FOM). FOM is a subsidiary of the 

Formula One Group (FOG), currently owned by Liberty Media. The FIA focuses on the 

regulatory side of the sport, such as rules and arbitration, whereas FOM devotes itself to 

handling the business side of the sport, including Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

strategy. 

  

        The FIA and FOM are two separate entities but their respective roles require significant 

collaboration on common issues, such as race calendars requiring approval from the FIA’s 

World Motorsport Council (WMSC). This search for compromise, however, can lead to 

internal conflicts within the sport and amongst the FIA, FOM, Liberty Media itself. For 

example, the recent squabble regarding the future of Sprint Races in Formula 1 marked the first 

time since 2017 “the FIA and F1 [FOM] did not vote as a block”. This demonstrates that even 

though the FIA and FOM are independent entities, the need to work together to balance 

differing sporting and commercial goals can lead to internal politics that can put the various 

agents that run Formula 1 at odds with each other. Therefore, if FOM, the FIA, or Liberty 

Media express concerns or opposition towards each other’s visions for the sport, the potential 

for internal conflict rises. As such, a balance must be struck between business, sporting 

interests, geopolitical realities and internal politics to ensure that the sport runs smoothly. 

  

        A potential future flashpoint between geopolitics, sport, and business within Formula 1 is 

the sport’s CSR strategy. At the start of the 2020 season, Liberty Media and FOM made the 

announcement that Formula 1 would aim to campaign for gender inclusivity, LGBTQ+ rights, 

and anti-racism under their ‘We Race As One’ and ‘End Racism’ slogans. Formula 1 has 

increased its presence in the Middle East region, where such topics are usually off the agenda. 

In doing so, Formula 1 has demonstrated that sport can be a soft power tool, able to usher in 

otherwise taboo or even illegal discussion on social norms and human rights. 

  

        Internally, the 2022 season ushered in a change in Formula 1’s CSR strategy. Amongst a 

wholesale of changes within the technical regulations of the sport, both the FIA and FOM saw 

change in their operational structures. The former president of the FIA , Jean Todt, was 

replaced by the Emirati Mohammed ben Sulayem and Stefano Domenicali became the new 

CEO of the FOG, replacing Chase Carey. These appointments demonstrate a divergence 

between the commercial and sporting interests of the FOM and FIA. During an interview with 

GrandPrix247 during this year’s Monaco Grand Prix, Mohammed ben Sulayem called out 

Sebastian Vettel’s “rainbow bicycle”, Lewis Hamilton for being “passionate about human 

rights”, and Lando Norris’ mental health advocacy – implying that drivers ought to focus on 

the driving. Indeed, the sport has parked the ‘We Race As One’ and ‘End Racism’ slogans into 

the garage for this season. The F1 has aimed to promote diversity in a more subtle way through 

affirmative action apprenticeship and internship opportunities this season. 

  

        It should be noted, that the pulling of the slogans is not the result of any individuals within 

the sport actions, but was something that was already taking place before ben Sulayem’s 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dgvMy5UADpE
https://racingnews365.com/how-the-relationship-between-f1-and-the-fia-has-taken-a-significant-twist
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.formula-1-launches-we-race-as-one-initiative.3s2AhNDApNDzrCoQDc1RY8.html
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.watch-drivers-unite-in-fight-against-racism-in-new-film.2hBGtpECEHM9ZJUBt9sTNO.html
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.watch-drivers-unite-in-fight-against-racism-in-new-film.2hBGtpECEHM9ZJUBt9sTNO.html
https://www.fia.com/news/mohammed-ben-sulayem-elected-fia-president
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.breaking-domenicali-to-become-new-ceo-of-formula-1-with-carey-becoming-non.7aFJvO4I8RJHZqF7ChaQ8j.html
https://www.grandprix247.com/2022/06/03/ben-sulayem-in-depth-we-cant-be-old-in-a-dynamic-sport/
https://www.grandprix247.com/2022/06/03/ben-sulayem-in-depth-we-cant-be-old-in-a-dynamic-sport/
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.formula-1-announces-scholarship-apprenticeship-and-intern-placements-for.6p05fFbkxXHvPvet7xFQy9.html#:~:text=Formula%201%20Apprentice%20Programme,a%20focus%20on%20mechanical%20engineering.
https://www.formula1.com/en/latest/article.formula-1-announces-scholarship-apprenticeship-and-intern-placements-for.6p05fFbkxXHvPvet7xFQy9.html#:~:text=Formula%201%20Apprentice%20Programme,a%20focus%20on%20mechanical%20engineering.
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remarks. There are many speculative reasons for the change in CSR, but perhaps the most 

probable one is a corporate strategy composed of contrasting elements. That is, adopting pro-

diversity CSR strategy whilst expanding the sport’s presence in the MENA region where 

homosexuality is outlined. This apparent hypocrisy was something fans and four-time 

champion Sebastian Vettel criticised. 

  

        The principle take-away from Formula 1’s change in CSR strategy within such a short 

time-frame is that as sports grow beyond the national or regional levels, their ability to promote 

political or societal ideals are fundamentally limited by the will of those who run the sport, 

which can change rapidly. This is a significant observation because in a world where social 

and political homogeneity does not exist at the level of economic homogeneity stakeholders 

need to be aware of operational risks when hosting sporting events. For the organisers of 

sporting events, backlash from fans and athletes over CSR strategies that do not align with the 

commercial interests of the sport can challenge the credibility of a sport’s integrity and 

reputation. Likewise, for governments of countries whose politics do not align with the values 

promoted by foreign sporting events, risk inviting discourses that challenge the status quo. 

  

        As the reach and profitability of international sport increase, international sport will 

increasingly find itself at the intersection between business, geopolitics, and sport. An example 

of this is the FIFA World Cup. The international football tournament will be held in Qatar later 

this year, where homosexuality is outlawed. There are concerns as to how LGBTQ+ will be 

treated and received at the World Cup. In response to these concerns, the event organisers insist 

that LGBTQ+ fans are “welcome” to the event despite government officials saying that 

LGBTQ+ symbols will be removed for the ‘protection’ of fans. On the other hand, FIFA has 

threatened to terminate ‘recommended hotel’ contracts for hotels turning away LGBTQ+ fans. 

This indicates that despite the geopolitical risks, organisers and governments are willing to 

compromise where the economic benefit of sporting events outweigh the associated risks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://kingstoncourier.co.uk/comment-how-can-formula-one-say-it-supports-diversity-and-continue-to-race-in-countries-that-dont/
https://www.racefans.net/2022/02/10/f1s-axed-we-race-as-one-grid-moment-was-too-strong-for-the-business-side-vettel/
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/mar/31/concerns-raised-over-possible-risk-for-lgbtq-people-at-qatar-world-cup
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/qatar-world-cup-lgbtq-groups-accuse-fifa-ignoring-concerns
https://abcnews.go.com/Sports/wireStory/qatari-official-rainbow-flags-protect-fans-83806201
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/may/13/fifa-issues-warning-to-qatar-2022-hotels-over-lgbtq-discrimination
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Cricket in conflict zones 

Arshdip Singh 

Pakistan  

 

        On 3rd March 2009, the Sri Lanka national cricket team’s bus was attacked. The match at 

Gaddafi Stadium Lahore was subsequently abandoned, and the Sri Lankan team was airlifted 

out of the stadium. In similar fashion, international cricket left the country. 

 

        Prior to Sri Lanka’s tour of Pakistan, there had been security concerns that led to the 

withdrawal of New Zealand and Australia from their tour to the country in 2002. Extremist 

group Lashkar-e-Jhangvi was blamed for the attack and similar attacks were seen across the 

border in India by extremist group Lashkar-e-Taiba. Considering the worsening security 

situation, international cricket did not tour Pakistan, instead Pakistan continued to play their 

home fixtures in the United Arab Emirates. Cricket is central to the Pakistani culture, therefore 

bringing the game back to the country was important. The process started in 2015, hosting 

Zimbabwe successfully, which was followed by the Bangladesh Women’s team touring the 

country later on. Ten years on in 2019, Sri Lanka returned to the country completing a 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/cricket/50726039
http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1882736_1852347,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1882736_1852347,00.html
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2002/may/08/cricket
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2008/mar/11/cricket.australiacricketteam
https://scroll.in/latest/815155/four-lashkar-e-jhangvi-militants-who-attacked-the-sri-lankan-cricket-team-in-2009-killed-in-lahore
https://www.britannica.com/event/Mumbai-terrorist-attacks-of-2008
https://www.ipsinternational.org/why-do-pakistan-play-cricket-in-uae/
https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009
https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009
https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009


 
 

 45 

successful limited overs tour. Along the way, Pakistan successfully held the Pakistan Super 

League, attracting big names from across the globe.  

 

        Whilst this suggests that the security situation in Pakistan has improved, progress was 

quickly derailed. New Zealand was scheduled to tour the country in September 2021, however 

a security alert from the New Zealand government led to the subsequent abandonment. England 

followed suit citing the wellbeing of players and staff as being of paramount importance in the 

decision-making process.  

 

        Pakistan was unable to convince these nations that their intelligence services possess the 

ability to identify and stop potential threats. The full return of cricket in the country is likely to 

be a slow burn, however the recent tour of a cricket giant, Australia, will play a major role in 

speeding up the process.  

 

Afghanistan  

 

        Following the takeover by the Taliban, sports in Afghanistan took a stark turn. 

Specifically, sports were to be limited to male participation. In response, the International 

Cricket Council (ICC) considered imposing measures against the Afghanistan National Cricket 

Team.  

 

        The ICC considered suspending Afghanistan from its full membership, but instead created 

a working group that would look to promote the development of both men and women’s 

cricket. In practice, the lack of infrastructure and the dangerous consequences facing women 

who participate in the sport, means it is likely ICC efforts will stall. However, ICC Chair Grey 

Barclay believes Cricket has the ability to “influence positive change” within the country.   

 

        The national team continues to play their home fixtures in Sharjah (UAE) and it is likely 

that positive change will take a while to achieve. It is also possible that further deterioration of 

sport within the country could also result in the national team being suspended as a full ICC 

member. Finally, considering the Pakistan exodus, the possibility of international cricket being 

played in Afghanistan will likely be dictated by the other full ICC members.  

 

https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009
https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009
https://wisden.com/stories/international-cricket/timeline-of-cricket-in-pakistan-since-2009
https://www.newframe.com/how-pakistan-can-get-cricketing-nations-to-tour/
https://www.newframe.com/how-pakistan-can-get-cricketing-nations-to-tour/
https://www.newframe.com/how-pakistan-can-get-cricketing-nations-to-tour/
https://www.espncricinfo.com/series/australia-in-pakistan-2021-22-1288300
https://www.sportingnews.com/us/athletics/news/what-the-talibans-takeover-means-for-afghanistan-cricket-and-women-athletes/1ti835hkdd8581vfgi7vuwxv1l
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/17/icc-forms-group-to-assess-the-future-of-cricket-in-afghanistan#:~:text=ICC%20Chairman%20Greg%20Barclay%20said,and%20women's%20cricket%20moving%20forward.%E2%80%9D
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/11/17/icc-forms-group-to-assess-the-future-of-cricket-in-afghanistan#:~:text=ICC%20Chairman%20Greg%20Barclay%20said,and%20women's%20cricket%20moving%20forward.%E2%80%9D
https://www.ft.com/content/e4e28df5-267f-48c5-8ce3-d58b8dd47fef
https://www.icc-cricket.com/media-releases/2355517
https://tolonews.com/sports/afghanistan-cricket-gets-new-home-ground-india
https://www.icc-cricket.com/media-releases/2355517
https://www.icc-cricket.com/media-releases/2355517
https://www.newframe.com/how-pakistan-can-get-cricketing-nations-to-tour/
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Cricket diplomacy 

Shyla Robinson 

 

        The term “cricket diplomacy” was first coined by Pakistani leader, General Zia ul-Haq, 

when he used an India-Pakistan Test match as pretext to travel to India and meet with Prime 

Minister Rajiv Gandhi amidst the Brasstacks Crisis in 1987. It is widely believed that the 

unofficial Indo-Pak talks during and after the match were central to the subsequent de-

escalation in tensions which resulted in over 150,000 troops being withdrawn from border 

regions. Although not the first instance of the subcontinent’s favourite sport drawing the rival 

nations together, this event illustrates the potential a match of cricket holds as a political tool 

to enhance, or worsen, diplomatic relations. 

 

        The idea of utilising sporting events as confidence-building measures between nations is 

a well-established phenomenon and can be employed to garner influence at varying levels 

ranging from altering public opinion to drawing high-ranking government officials together. 

Such diplomacy can help transcend cultural differences and humanise the “other”, a quality 

exhibited particularly well by cricket due to the sheer length of a test match (seven hours a day 

for five days) during which there is substantial interaction between spectators. This capacity 

for “friendship-building” is further heightened due to the natural ebbs and flows of action 

during the game, making room for debate and discussion regarding the outcome. Thus, cricket 

can enhance people-to-people contact which in turn helps prevent enemy imaging and leads to 

the construction of a common history. 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/097152310801600105
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/analysis/analysis-checkered-history-of-cricket-diplomacy/2372581
https://www.google.co.in/books/edition/A_Corner_of_a_Foreign_Field/ZTq7DQAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&printsec=frontcover
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        A quick scan of India and Pakistan’s long history of bilateral cricket matches, beginning 

in 1952 when Pakistan toured India for the first time, reveals several instances when the rival 

nations played one another in good spirit. For example, in 2004 when the Indian team won an 

ODI match in Karachi, the Pakistani crowd stood and cheered despite their own side's loss. 

This  event was especially significant when one considers that only two years earlier the 

neighbours had been on the brink of nuclear war due to a crisis triggered by an attack on the 

Indian parliament by Pakistan-backed anti-India militant group Lashkar-e-Taiba. Indeed, it has 

been documented that the Indian fans, journalists, and cricketers who travelled across the 

border were overwhelmed by the hospitality they received, such positive sentiments were 

likewise expressed by the Pakistani people who welcomed almost 20,000 Indian fans into their 

country. A similar scenario unfolded across the border in Chennai a few years earlier in 1999 

when the Pakistani team won and Indian spectators gave the team a standing ovation as they 

took their victory lap. 

 

        The fact that this was the last test match played between India and Pakistan in the last 23 

years, however, reveals the other side of cricket diplomacy: the practice of halting matches to 

signal animosity between the nations. Such diplomatic sanctions have primarily been initiated 

by India on the pretext that Pakistan is harbouring terrorists and instigating the insurgency in 

Kashmir. The most recent halt in bilateral cricket relations was triggered by the 2008 Mumbai 

terrorist attacks carried out by Lashkar-e-Taiba due to which all test matches have been 

suspended. This boycott is further cemented through the Board of Control for Cricket in India 

(BCCI) preventing Pakistani players from participating in the Indian Premier League (IPL), 

one of the world’s biggest cricketing events. Unsurprisingly, allowing diplomatic relations to 

be mirrored so closely by sporting boycotts has significantly reduced their ability to act as a 

confidence-building measure. This is further diminished when one accounts for the fact that 

extensive governmental interference has resulted in India backing itself into a corner wherein 

any resumption of bilateral matches would mean appearing ‘weak’ on the terrorist threat widely 

believed to be posed by Pakistan. The only exception to these sports boycotts are international 

tournaments during which the need for points trump diplomatic tensions. 

 

        So how might the past of cricket diplomacy between India and Pakistan help inform its 

present? The sport undoubtedly has a nearly unparalleled ability to draw the populations of two 

rival nations together as is illustrated by its historical record. Yet this ability to bridge 

differences is being compromised due to the rise of the Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP), a right-

wing populist political party that promotes aggressive Hindu chauvinism and systematically 

targets the Muslim minority within India. The consequent stoking of communal tensions has 

invariably lent itself to anti-Pakistan rhetoric, reducing the likelihood of cricket being used as 

a confidence-building measure at both the individual and state level. Indeed, be it the trolling 

of India’s only Muslim player on India’s T20 World Cup squad, Mohammad Shami, when they 

lost a match or the arrests of Kashmiri students for allegedly supporting the Pakistani team, the 

public mood during and after the few matches played on international platforms speak volumes 

of the extent to which tolerance has been diminished. 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/097152310801600105
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=98443922
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=98443922
https://oup.com.pk/academic-generalbooks/biographies-memoirs/cricket-a-bridge-of-peace.html
https://twitter.com/joydas/status/1321023976194273281?s=21
https://sci-hub.se/https:/doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2020.1921395
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59059493
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59059493
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-59059494
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        A second obstacle to the resumption of normalcy in cricket relations is posed by the 

Kashmir Premier League, a cricket tournament the Pakistan Cricket Board initiated in 2021 in 

Pakistan occupied Kashmir (PoK). Given the tournament is named after a disputed territory 

and its marketing campaign doesn’t shy away from using the word ‘Azadi’ (freedom), a term 

frequently associated with the Kashmiri insurgency against the Indian state, it comes as no 

surprise that India has far from welcomed this development. Indeed, it is understood that the 

BCCI sought to prevent international players like South African cricketer Herschelle Gibbs 

from participating in the tournament by stating his involvement could jeopardise chances of 

landing cricket-related assignments in India. This illustrates not only the BCCI’s lack of 

independence, but also the potential international spillover of the conflict if third-parties are 

not careful. The extent of the former is underscored by the fact that Home Minister Amit Shah’s 

son is the second most powerful person within the institution thus granting the national 

government direct access to its decision-making. At the time of writing, the 2022 KPL is set to 

proceed as planned and its President Arif Malik has announced he intends on sending a formal 

invite to Indian cricketer Virat Kohli to participate, or at least, visit as a spectator. We are yet 

to hear any response from the Indian side, but given the BCCI’s substantial political muscle, it 

is highly unlikely that Kohli will be accepting the invitation. Thus, despite the vast potential of 

cricket to act as a confidence-building measure, it appears that the only role it will play in 

diplomatic relations in the near future is that of signalling animosity through its absence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://thewire.in/sport/india-pakistan-kashmir-cricket
https://thewire.in/sport/india-pakistan-kashmir-cricket
https://thewire.in/sport/india-pakistan-kashmir-cricket
https://www.wionews.com/sports/arif-malik-decided-to-invite-virat-kohli-not-me-kashmir-premier-leagues-director-rashid-latif-480177
https://www.wionews.com/sports/arif-malik-decided-to-invite-virat-kohli-not-me-kashmir-premier-leagues-director-rashid-latif-480177
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Colin Kaepernick and the NFL 

Caleb Adegbola 

 

        In a pre-season game for the San Francisco 49ers in 2016, Colin Kaepernick refused to 

stand during the U.S. national anthem. This was done to protest against police brutality and 

racism in the U.S. Tensions across the US have remained constant due to regular police killings 

of African-Americans and Kaepernick believed there was a clear pattern of oppression against 

people of colour. In reverence of his political views, Colin Kaeepernick carried his protests 

through to the regular season and continued to kneel during the national anthem. The move 

seems to have been inspired by Mahmoud Abdul Rauf, who also sat down during the national 

anthem as a Denver Nuggets player in the 90’s. When Colin Kaepernick chose to use this 

passive form of protest it led to his unofficial expulsion from the league. With the Quarterback 

not being selected for any games since the 1st of January 2017. 

 

        Taking the knee became an issue of great controversy and shortly after spread worldwide. 

Former president, Donald Trump considered it within his remit to intervene and addressed the 

matter publicly. This demonstrated a clear clash between patriots and those who feel oppressed 

by a nation. Patriots considered the protests disrespectful, whilst others deemed taking the knee 

a valid and necessary response to oppression and systematic racism across the world. The death 

of George Floyd at the hands of Derek Chauvin, an officer of the Minneapolis Police 

department, sparked further protests across sports worldwide and brought prominence to the 

issue within multiple arenas. Most notably, the Premier League held several meetings to 

consider how players could show their support for the Black Lives Matter movement. With 

many choosing to kneel before games, players were given the freedom to make their own 

decisions. Wilfred Zaha, a British Crystal Palace player with Ivorian roots, chose to eventually 

stop kneeling as because felt the gesture had lost its meaning. 

 

“I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people 

and people of colour” 

Colin Kaepernick 

 

        When politics start to overshadow sports, organisations often prefer athletes refrain from 

outward gestures and not partake in activities that attract negative attention. Prior to the Tokyo 

Olympics, the IOC initially banned athletes from taking the knee, or making alternative 

gestures, citing rule 50 of the Olympic charter which prohibits any kind of political, religious 

or racist demonstration. The committee eventually reversed its decision, allowing athletes to 

kneel before or after events. The most prominent backlash against taking the knee came from 

Hungarian fans during an international fixture against the English national football team when 

the squad decided to “take the knee” before the match began. Children amongst the crowd were 

seen booing. The decision to punish Hungary with a 2 game ban for fans and 100,000 euro 

fine, received large scrutiny. 

 

https://www.nfl.com/news/colin-kaepernick-explains-why-he-sat-during-national-anthem-0ap3000000691077
https://www.nfl.com/news/colin-kaepernick-explains-why-he-sat-during-national-anthem-0ap3000000691077
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1996-03-13-sp-46409-story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2020/06/01/colin-kaepernick-kneeling-history/
https://www.skysports.com/nfl/news/12118/12006316/donald-trump-opposition-to-colin-kaepernick-taking-knee-made-it-difficult-to-sign-him-says-doug-williams
https://www.skysports.com/nfl/news/12118/12006316/donald-trump-opposition-to-colin-kaepernick-taking-knee-made-it-difficult-to-sign-him-says-doug-williams
https://www.skysports.com/watch/video/sports/football/teams/crystal-palace/12244852/zaha-stands-instead-of-taking-a-knee
https://www.skysports.com/watch/video/sports/football/teams/crystal-palace/12244852/zaha-stands-instead-of-taking-a-knee
https://www.forbes.com/sites/michellebruton/2021/04/21/ioc-athletes-will-be-punished-for-protests-such-as-raising-a-fist-or-taking-a-knee-at-olympics/?sh=48ee98bf2ce5
https://choice.npr.org/index.html?origin=https://www.npr.org/sections/tokyo-olympics-live-updates/2021/07/21/1018811516/players-take-a-knee-at-tokyo-olympics-as-the-first-competitions-kick-off
https://choice.npr.org/index.html?origin=https://www.npr.org/sections/tokyo-olympics-live-updates/2021/07/21/1018811516/players-take-a-knee-at-tokyo-olympics-as-the-first-competitions-kick-off
https://www.skysports.com/football/news/11095/12627757/england-players-booed-by-hungary-fans-when-taking-a-knee-before-nations-league-opener-in-budapest
https://www.espn.co.uk/football/uefa-nations-league/story/4680556/hungary-kids-boo-england-players-taking-a-knee-before-nations-league-match
https://www.espn.co.uk/football/uefa-nations-league/story/4680556/hungary-kids-boo-england-players-taking-a-knee-before-nations-league-match
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        This topic fits within a larger trend of social issues and sport, and whether sports are an 

appropriate arena for these issues to be highlighted. Kneeling was chosen as a respectful 

method to protest during the national anthem rather than sitting down. It seems the majority of 

people find gestures acceptable but when athletes begin to speak out, they become shunned. 
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Wimbledon’s decision to ban Russian and Belarusian 

tennis players 

Marco Zarzana  

 

In response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Wimbledon, the most prestigious tennis 

tournament in the world decided to ban Russian and Belarusian tennis players from competing 

at this year’s tournament. In an official statement, the All England Club declared: “given the 

profile of The Championships in the United Kingdom and around the world, it is our 

responsibility to play our part in the widespread efforts of Government, industry, sporting and 

creative institutions to limit Russia’s global influence through the strongest means possible.” 

The All England Club added that “it would be unacceptable for the Russian regime to derive 

any benefits from the involvement of Russian or Belarusian players with The Championships.” 

Wimbledon’s chairman, Ian Hewitt, said that the tournament “was left with no viable 

alternative” but to ban Russian and Belarusian players, and strongly emphasised the UK 

government’s directive guidance and its role in shaping the decision.  

 

The Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP), the organisation governing men’s tennis, and 

its women’s equivalent, the Women’s Tennis Association (WTA) have strongly criticised 

Wimbledon’s decision. The ATP argued that discrimination on the basis of nationality 

constituted a violation of the organisation’s agreement with Wimbledon, stating a player’s 

entry is only based on ATP rankings. Similarly, the WTA’s chief, Steve Simon, declared 

athletes competing in an individual sport "should not be penalised or prevented from competing 

solely because of their nationalities or the decisions made by the governments of their 

countries". Following this critique, the ATP and the WTA decided to strip Wimbledon of 

ranking points. 

 

After this decision, it has been confirmed that a strong motive for this measure was Wimbledon 

organisers’ fear of the optics of World no. 2 Daniil Medvedev, a potential winner, being 

pictured with the Royal Family, as traditionally happens with every winner of the tournament. 

The involvement of the Royal Family when it comes to presenting Wimbledon trophies is 

commonplace: Kate, the Duchess of Cambridge directly presented the trophy to Novak 

Djokovic in 2019, and was present at the prize-giving ceremony last year. There was also a 

strong concern that the victory by a Russian or Belarusian player, along with them being 

pictured with members of the Royal Family, could be used by Putin to enhance the propaganda 

machine of the Russian regime. Putin has flexed the power of the Russian state through sports 

in the past: a clear example being the Sochi Olympics.  

 

Wimbledon’s ban on Russian and Belarusian players is a particularly interesting case because 

it demonstrates that non-state, private sport entities can further strengthen the foreign policy 

goals of their own countries. Hence, they should be considered additional tools that can further 

https://www.ft.com/content/c372305c-a6ee-4a5d-aa77-51ded7676bca
https://www.wimbledon.com/en_GB/news/articles/2022-04-20/statement_regarding_russian_and_belarusian_individuals_at_the_championships_2022.html
https://www.wimbledon.com/en_GB/news/articles/2022-04-20/statement_regarding_russian_and_belarusian_individuals_at_the_championships_2022.html
https://www.skysports.com/tennis/news/12110/12599343/wimbledon-chairman-ian-hewitt-and-chief-executive-sally-bolton-explain-decision-to-ban-russian-an-belarusian-players#:~:text=Wimbledon%20was%20left%20with%20%22no,All%20England%20Club's%20spring%20briefing.
https://www.skysports.com/tennis/news/12110/12599343/wimbledon-chairman-ian-hewitt-and-chief-executive-sally-bolton-explain-decision-to-ban-russian-an-belarusian-players#:~:text=Wimbledon%20was%20left%20with%20%22no,All%20England%20Club's%20spring%20briefing.
https://www.express.co.uk/sport/tennis/1601265/Wimbledon-The-Championships-AELTC-Russia-Belarus-Ukraine-ban-tennis-news
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/russian-players-be-barred-competing-wimbledon-report-2022-04-20/
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/wimbledon-loses-ranking-points-over-russia-belarus-ban-atp-2022-05-20/
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/may/20/wimbledon-stripped-of-ranking-points-over-banning-of-russian-players-tennis
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/may/20/wimbledon-stripped-of-ranking-points-over-banning-of-russian-players-tennis
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/sportsnews/article-10734475/Wimbledon-BAN-Russian-Belarusian-players-competing-year.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/sport/sportsnews/article-10734475/Wimbledon-BAN-Russian-Belarusian-players-competing-year.html
https://www.insider.com/wimbledon-russia-ban-driven-by-optics-of-royal-trophy-presentation-2022-4
https://www.insider.com/wimbledon-russia-ban-driven-by-optics-of-royal-trophy-presentation-2022-4
https://independent.ng/wimbledon-unwilling-tobenefit-russian-propaganda/
https://independent.ng/wimbledon-unwilling-tobenefit-russian-propaganda/
https://time.com/6168852/wimbledon-russia-belarus-ban/
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social and political pressure on leaders committing atrocious behaviour. This decision aligns 

with the majority of global Western brands’ leaving the Russian market, showcasing their 

condemnation of the war in Ukraine. Collectively, all these measures can be seen as further 

sanctions applied on a sub-state level and Wimbledon’s ban is one layer of this within sport. 

 

This case is unique because it demonstrates that when a specific sport organisation has a close 

institutional relationship with a state, it can become an asset that helps reinforce the foreign 

policy of a government's objectives. A key takeaway from this case study is that certain sports 

events, such as Wimbledon, only hosted in certain countries, can be leveraged by the country’s 

they take place in to reinforce their foreign policy goals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/leeigel/2022/04/26/wimbledon-ban-on-russian-and-belarusian-players-serves-points-about-sports-and-politics/?sh=620fb0fa473e
https://www.forbes.com/sites/laurendebter/2022/03/03/exodus-of-western-brands-from-russia-leaves-putin-on-an-island/?sh=21334d781ef7
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GAELIC FOOTBALL 
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Gaelic football and Irish national identity 

Phaedon Angelopoulos 

 

        GAA Football, or simply Gaelic Football, is the traditional national sport of Ireland, with 

the first reference of it dating back to 1308. It has since been played in Ireland, and every place 

where Irish immigrants settled, non-stop. Through the years it has acted as a strong force of 

national unity and identity among the Irish people, and has become the cause of ethnic tensions 

between them and the British.  

 

        In the years leading up to the Revolutionary War, Gaelic Football rivalled “traditional” 

football, with the latter being regarded as a pro-unionist statement, via its history in the British 

military, and its English/Protestant roots. Belfast-based football presented a stark contrast to 

Kerry-based but also rather decentralised and unregulated Gaelic, as the sport of the 

imperialistic “unpatriotic Protestants” vs the sport of the people. As such, Gaelic Football 

became associated with the unionist / national identity. Clubs capitalised on the opportunity by 

enforcing the exclusive use of the Irish language and thus promoting the nationalist sentiment 

and Irish identity. The rising tensions between the British and the Irish culminated in the 

Bloody Sunday massacre in 1920. In response to an IRA attack against British Army officers, 

killing 15, the latter raided a Gaelic Football match and opened fire on players and spectators, 

killing 14 and injuring tens of others. While this was not the only instance of Gaelic being 

associated with inter-community violence, it is by far the most notable.  

 

        Since Irish independence and the end of British rule over the entire island of Ireland, 

Gaelic Football has slowly moved away from nationalist politicisation but has maintained and 

strengthened its place in the Irish national identity. Specifically, the GAA is committed to 

maintaining and promoting Irish culture through language, music, and dancing. At the same 

time, it promotes inclusivity yet speaks of “imported games”, has a history of promoting the 

need for an “Irish Ireland” and has enforced rules that banned those who served in the British 

Armed Forces, or any non-Irish sport from playing Gaelic Games. While ‘The Ban’ stopped 

de-facto applying in the Republic (after its creation), it was still upheld in Northern Ireland 

until it was abolished in 2001 after the end of the troubles. Considering current British - Irish 

relations, it could be argued that the GAA is also a divisive force, rather than one seeking to 

promote the Irish national identity.   

 

        Yet, the GAA has never claimed to be an organisation beyond politics, making its 

allegiance clear from its inception, actively pursuing Irish republicanism and in the process 

becoming one of the most prominent and unique aspects of Irish identity. This, it seems, the 

people of Ireland have embraced. More than a million people attended the 2019 finals, pointing 

to the sport's immense popularity in Ireland and beyond. With clubs existing across the world 

and many of them being represented by people who have no ethnic connection to Ireland, it 

appears that Gaelic is acting as a vessel for the Irish identity, culture and heritage. As the 

GAA’s Alan Milton remarked, “It’s never been about sport – it’s an expression of Irishness”. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24340892?searchText=FOOTBALL+AND+NATIONAL+IDENTITY+IN+PRE-GREAT+WAR+IRELAND&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DFOOTBALL%2BAND%2BNATIONAL%2BIDENTITY%2BIN%2BPRE-GREAT%2BWAR%2BIRELAND%26so%3Drel&ab_segments=0%2FSYC-6442%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3Af10562e3a25bda25eb4e749ee743844e&seq=7
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/26872733
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-54908852
https://www.gaa.ie/api/pdfs/image/upload/mn9syd8ncnlwws1qz4oj.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20150905172855/http:/www.crokepark.ie/gaa-museum/gaa-archive/gaa-museum-irish-times-articles/the-removal-of-douglas-hyde-as-patron-of-the-assoc
https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/gaas-rule-21-november-17-2001-29925280.html
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/ireland/articles/its-an-expression-of-irishness-what-gaelic-football-says-about-national-identity/
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From this we can conclude, especially when contrasted to football, Gaelic Football is a 

substantial part of the Irish identity. In a generation where a very few speak the Irish language 

as a mother tongue and have been subjected to a globalising word that is becoming increasingly 

more homogenous, it remains a strong connection with the past.    

 

        Despite the tumultuous history of Britain and Ireland, both sides have made great efforts 

to overcome it. As shown in the Brexit negotiations, the Irish issue was the main contention 

between the two sides, however, it has mostly been resolved with very few instances of 

violence. Even though it is natural and expected for there to be heightened tensions, the 

situation has very little in common with that of The Troubles, showing both sides are 

committed to maintaining peace and order, while trying to reach a solution that can appease all 

sides.  

         

        Beyond Ireland and Gaelic Football, similar circumstances surrounding sport can be found 

in any culture that has suffered the effects of colonialism. In such conditions, many instances 

of which can be found around the world, the act of participating in traditional sporting activities 

can simultaneously become an act of activism, protest and decolonisation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://theconversation.com/northern-ireland-terror-threat-downgraded-but-brexit-tensions-and-threats-of-renewed-violence-remain-175706
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