
15June 5, 2015

Keep the World Cup in Qatar even if it bought its way in

U
S and Swiss investi-
gations into corrup-
tion in FIFA and the 
awarding of World 
Cup tournaments to 
Russia and Qatar are 

likely to force Qatar to provide 
chapter and verse about its bid 
rather than allow it to stick to its 
tired reiteration that it did 
nothing wrong, will cooperate 
with any and every inquiry and 
that allegations against the Gulf 
state are rooted in racism.

Former Qatari prime minister 
Sheikh Hamad bin Jassim bin Jaber 
al-Thani responded to the latest 
FIFA crisis as it related to Qatar by 
saying that it was “not fair” and 
based on Western Islamophobia 
and racism towards Arabs. No 
doubt, debate about the Qatari 
World Cup has been burdened by 
sour grapes, envy, ulterior motives, 
prejudice and bigotry.

A total of 14 World Cup officials 
were arrested just before FIFA 
meetings that re-elected Sepp Blat-
ter as president of the group that 
oversees international football. 
The allegations of wire fraud, 
money laundering and racketeer-
ing included charges that some 
$150 million in bribes were used to 

secure the World Cup in 2018 in 

Russia and 2022 in Qatar.
That, however, does not distract 

from real issues Qatar needs to 
confront and the multiple threats 
it faces. Those threats have been 
magnified as much by external 
factors as by Qatar’s own handling 
of affairs.

To be sure, Qatar, unlike other 
Gulf states, has since winning the 
World Cup engaged with its crit-
ics. It has granted human rights 
and trade union activists access 
and worked with them to develop 
standards for working and living 
conditions for migrant workers. 
Qatar also cooperated in drafting 
proposals for a significant updating 
of the kafala sponsorship system 
that puts employees at the mercy 
of their employers.

Nonetheless, Qatar failed to 
capitalise on credibility it built with 
its failure to demonstrate sincerity 
by translating words into deeds. 
It further squandered credibility 
in a series of inelegantly handled 
incidents, including the repeated 
detention of foreign journalists. 

Making things worse, Qatar has 
recently tightened the screws on its 
critics.

All of that, coupled with the FIFA 
crisis, means that Qatar’s reputa-
tion even before the dramatic 
announcement of legal proceedings 
was tarnished by repeated allega-
tions of vote buying and the labour 
issue.

As a result, for a country that has 
proved to be a shrewd financial 
investor, Qatar’s return on invest-
ment in soft-power instruments, 
such as the World Cup, designed to 
position it as a progressive ally of 
world powers in the hope that they 
will come to the aid of the wealthy 
Gulf state in times of emergency, 
has proven to be abysmal.

Instead of having amassed soft 
power, Qatar confronts multiple 
threats to its World Cup hosting 
rights. Those threats have raised 
the spectre of Qatar ultimately be-
ing deprived of its hosting rights.

Yet, even though millions of 
documents obtained by the Sunday 
Times suggest that Qatar bought 

the World Cup, it ultimately is not 
the core issue. Even if it did, Qatar, 
like Russia, played the game the 
way it is played in FIFA. England 
lost its 2018 World Cup bid for the 
simple reason that it insisted on 
largely walking a straight and ethi-
cally and legally correct line.

Hamad’s dismissal of the allega-
tions as racist may ring hollow in 
failing to confront the substance of 
the allegations but it does forebode 
the geopolitical fallout and regional 
outcry were Qatar to lose its World 
Cup hosting rights.

Moreover, a Qatar under fire by 
legal authorities against the back-
drop of a failed soft-power policy 
could either stiffen its back, decide 
to walk away from the tournament 
or be more inclined to attempt to 
repair suffered damage.

Qatar’s engagement with its crit-
ics and promulgation of standards 
that comply with international 
labour norms hold out the prom-
ise, despite Qatar’s failure so far to 
act on its lofty pledges, of the Gulf 
state’s tournament being one of the 
few World Cups to leave a legacy of 
change. That is far more important 
than seeking retribution for wrong-
doing in an environment in which 
wrongdoing was the norm.

James M. Dorsey is a senior fellow 
at the S. Rajaratnam School of 
International Studies at Nanyang 
Technological University in 
Singapore, co-director of the 
Institute of Fan Culture of the 
University of Würzburg and the 
author of the blog The Turbulent 
World of Middle East Soccer and a 
forthcoming book with the same 
title.

James
M. Dorsey

View point
No doubt, 
debate about 
the Qatari 
World Cup 
has been 
burdened by 
sour grapes

Special trip

Hours after Blatter’s 
announcement, Ali 
suggested he may 
run

Popular anger 
at Rajoub remained 
undimmed

Jordanians hope
their prince will
rescue FIFA

W 

ith the sudden res-
ignation of Sepp 
Blatter, less than a 
week after he was 
re-elected FIFA 

president, Jordanians hope the 
popular younger half-brother of 
their king will contest and win the 
new elections to run football’s gov-
erning world body.

Prince Ali bin al-Hussein, 39, 
pulled out of the May 31st elec-
tion for the post after Blatter took 
the first round of voting by FIFA’s 
member federations, 133-73. While 
a two-thirds majority — 140 votes 
— was needed to win in the first 
round, a simple majority could 
claim victory in the second, lead-
ing Ali to withdraw.  Blatter, 79, was 
elected FIFA president for a fifth 
four-year term.

The battle for the presidency in-
furiated Jordanians, who saw some 
Arab football chiefs, particularly the 
head of Palestinian football, openly 
supporting Blatter against Ali, the 
FIFA vice-president for West Asia. 
That was seen as a snub to Jordan’s 
Hashemite rulers, who claim ances-
try to Islam’s Prophet Mohammad 
and have hosted thousands of Pal-
estinian refugees for generations.

But when Blatter suddenly an-
nounced his resignation June 2nd 
— to go into effect in six to nine 
months — Jordanian hopes re-
kindled. Hours after Blatter’s an-
nouncement, Ali suggested he may 
run in the new elections, slated to 

be contested between December 
this year and March 2016, but did 
not give a firm commitment.

Even so, Salah Sabra, the deputy 
chief of the Jordan Football Asso-
ciation (JFA) told The Arab Weekly 
the prince was “ready to take up the 
responsibility as the head of FIFA”.  
JFA member Tareq Khoury also told 
The Arab Weekly that Ali “will con-
test the upcoming elections”.

The first round of elections culmi-
nated in a diplomatic tiff between 
Jordan and Palestinian Football 
Association (PFA) Chairman Jibril 
Rajoub. Though the Kuwaiti and 
Qatari football chiefs also backed 
Blatter, Jordanians were especially 
enraged by Rajoub as he is a Jorda-
nian citizen.

His rebuff of the prince sparked 
loud calls for Rajoub’s Jordanian 
citizenship to be revoked and for 
the PFA chief to be barred from us-
ing Jordan as a transit point to trav-
el abroad from the Palestinian West 
Bank.

The spat forced Palestinian Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas to make a 
day-long trip to Jordan on June 2nd 
to iron matters out.

“Jordanians and Palestinians are 
one people. No actions or state-
ments will embitter our close rela-
tionship. We are brothers and we 
will remain as such,” Abbas said 
after visiting Ali at his home in Am-
man.

Standing next to Abbas, Ali said 
jokingly, “They are my uncles” — 
referring to his Palestinian blood 
through his late mother, Queen Alia 

Touqan, a Palestinian who died in a 
helicopter crash in 1977.

Popular anger at Rajoub however 
remained undimmed.

“Rajoub is a traitor and will re-
main a traitor even if Prince Ali wins 
the new FIFA elections,” wrote ac-

tivist Saeed Mufti on his Facebook 
page June 3rd. His comment earned 
praise from more than 7,200 Jorda-
nians and Palestinians.

For many Jordanians, the elec-
tion of Ali, a Sandhurst-trained 
former special forces officer, would 

inject new life into a football estab-
lishment plagued with corruption.

“We need young people to head 
FIFA because Blatter is old and FIFA 
became infested with corruption 
under him,” said 29 year-old Jorda-
nian soccer fan Younis Shehadeh.
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