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Society

Arab disappointment, anger 
over FIFA corruption scandal

FIFA President Sepp Blatter announces Qatar as the host nation 
for the FIFA World Cup 2022, in Zurich.

Samar Kadi

Beirut

A
rab football fans blame 
politics, economic in-
terests and racism for 
scandals implicating 
the sport’s international 

governing body, FIFA, putting into 
question the fate of World Cup 
tournaments awarded to Russia 
and Qatar for 2018 and 2022, re-
spectively.

US prosecutors jolted the sports 
world by indicting 14 senior admin-
istrators and business figures, in-
cluding FIFA officials, over alleged 
bribery and corruption in the sport. 
The scandal turned the spotlight 
again on the already controversial 
Qatar bid.

“Corruption in FIFA is nothing 
new. It has been there for decades. 
States always paid money to win 
the right to host the world’s top 
soccer event,” commented football 
fan and sports commentator Dany 
Harb.
So why break the silence now?

While acknowledging that Qatar 
might have done wrong by seeking 
to buy votes of FIFA officials with 
extravagant amounts of money, 
Harb charged that politics and rac-
ism were behind threats to deprive 
the oil-rich Arab Gulf country from 
hosting the World Cup in 2022.

“The Europeans are playing all 
kinds of games to deprive Qatar of 
the cup because they do not appre-
ciate Arab countries. It is sheer rac-
ism,” he said. “It will be a big dis-
appointment for Arab fans if Qatar 
loses the cup.”

Football officials said Qatar and 
Russia could lose the rights to host 
World Cup if evidence of bribery is 
established. Qatar denies corrup-
tion was involved.

Charbel Krayem, also a football 
fan and follower, underlined that 
high economic interests will be 

jeopardised if Qatar’s World Cup is 
held in winter, outside the usual 
timing of the tournament in June-
July.

“It is not racism. It is much more 
fundamental,” Krayem said. “There 
are huge contracts involving mil-
lions of dollars signed between the 
football unions and football clubs 
of Europe and big sponsors and 
marketing companies which use 
stadiums for promotion during the 
European football season that takes 
place in winter and spring.”

“In view of the high stakes, clubs 
are reluctant to have their players 
go to Qatar for the Mundial, when 
the season should be at its highest 
in Europe,” Krayem argued.

He said Qatar faces a high risk of 
seeing its dream of hosting the cup 
fade away, noting that the decision 
to contest the tournament in the 
desert emirate was already contro-
versial because of its extreme heat, 
which caused FIFA to move it to 
winter, forcing domestic leagues to 
change their schedules.

Qatar, a small state of an estimat-
ed population of 2.1 million, about 
270,000 of whom are Qataris; the 
rest are foreigners brought in as la-
bour, beat giant bidders such as the 
United States and Japan in winning 
the vote for the 2022 World Cup.  
This has obviously angered the 
Americans, as well as Europeans, 
who cried foul.

“If Qatar loses the event, it won’t 
mean anything, except that Arabs 
will go back to reality, to the fact 
that neither Qatar nor any other 
Arab country as such has a football 
history in comparison to Europe-
ans or South Americans, in order to 
claim the right to host the top tour-

nament,” Krayem said.
“It will be a blow to Qatar’s ego, 

more than anything else,” he add-
ed.

Krayem also suggested that Arab 
countries that accuse Qatar of fi-
nancing Islamic radicalism and vio-
lence sweeping the region would be 
“happy to see it lose its cup”.

For sociologist Mona Fayyad, 
politics and economic interests run 
the whole world and football is no 
exception. Being the number one 
sport globally, football has been at-
tracting huge investments since the 
turn of the century.

“When there is a lot of money 
there is eventually corruption. It is 
normal…,” Fayyad said. “But why 
FIFA’s corruption was brought to 
the open at this particular timing? 
Simply because a conflict of inter-
ests occurred.”

“There could be some sort of 
snobbism and superiority in the 
West’s attitude, especially towards 
Russia, which they see as a fail-
ing economy and having a con-
troversial president like Vladimir 
Putin who is making problems in 
Ukraine,” she said.

Fayyad argued that the Arab 
world is familiar with corruption, 
especially in politics.

“The politicised Arab youth who 
were the driving force behind the 
so-called ‘Arab spring’ movements 
and protests against corruption 
would not be surprised to hear that 
corruption exists also in sports,” 
she said. “The problem is for the 
average Arab citizens who are not 
politicised, not very educated and 
who follow up sports. Those feel 
proud that an Arab country is host-
ing the World Cup and would be 
disappointed if Qatar lost it.”

Young Arab fans do dread the 
possibility that the first World Cup 
in the Middle East might not see 
the light.

Ahmed Hussein, a 19-year-old 
Egyptian college student, said 
watching football matches is a 

source of joy for many youth who 
would be very angry if Qatar is 
prevented from hosting the World 
Cup. “The fact that the sport is 
tarnished by corruption may force 
these people to forget about foot-
ball altogether,” he said

For 25-year-old Ulwy Ahmed, an 
Egyptian communications gradu-
ate, the bitterness of Egypt’s abort-
ed bid to host the 2010 World Cup, 
awarded to South Africa, is still 
vivid. “Egypt did everything possi-
ble to win the bid, but FIFA did not 
give it the chance,” he said. “Like all 
international organisations, FIFA is 
run by [the interests] of the world’s 
major powers.”

“Qatar deserves to host the World 
Cup. After all, it is an Arab country, 

and I will be happy if it hosts the 
championship. It will feel like it is 
being played in Egypt.”

In Jordan many football fans said 
they would like to see the World 
Cup hosted in the neighbourhood. 
“The Arab world has a lot of foot-
ball fans and players, and it de-
serves to host the 2022 World Cup,” 
said Amman soccer fan Moham-
med Taha, 32.

“Besides, Qatar is close to Jordan 
geographically, so people who can 
afford to go watch the games live 
can fly to Qatar instead of touring 
half of the world to get to their des-
tination.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society section editor.
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interests will be 
jeopardised if Qatar’s 
World Cup is held in 
winter

Turmoil fuels unemployment and poverty in Arab region

Amman

R
egional turmoil, militant 
violence and the swell-
ing numbers of refugees 
are driving up unem-
ployment figures as well 

as poverty and desperation across 
the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA).

With conflict engulfing several 
countries in the region and vio-
lence by Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants broadening in Iraq and Syria, 
capital is emigrating to safer areas 
in the Gulf Arab region and Asia, 
leaving tens of thousands of Arabs 
jobless.

This economic reality along with 
a lack of social justice, high taxa-
tion, government bureaucracy, 
nepotism and corruption as well as 
inadequate health care, education 
and other state services in much of 
the Arab world leaves youth, espe-
cially, desperate and frustrated.

Young people under 25 years of 
age make up more than half of the 
Arab world’s population of 423 mil-
lion. They are fertile ground for ex-
tremists such as ISIS, which offers 
them marriage bonuses and free 
housing as well as salaries to their 
families if they die in battle.

“Poverty and desperation are 
the two most dehumanising fac-
tors of being unemployed,” Khaled 
Muhiesen, general manager of Am-
man-based National Microfinance 
Bank, said.

Some people, especially unem-
ployed youth, “feel victimised, 
humiliated and angry” at their gov-
ernments, “which can lead them to 

do anything” to avenge, Muhiesen 
added.

Globally, more than 201 million 
people are unemployed, and the 
number is expected to rise in the 
next five years, warned the In-
ternational Labour Organization 
(ILO), a UN agency.

More than 61 million jobs have 
been lost since the start of the 
global economic crisis in 2008, 
and the number of jobless is fore-
cast to reach more than 212 million 
by 2019. The West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip have the seventh high-
est worldwide unemployment rate 
at 25.3%. Worldwide the highest 
ranked country is Mauritania with 
a rate of 30.9%. Qatar at 0.3% has 
the lowest jobless rate worldwide, 
according to the ILO.

Unemployment for global youth 
is approximately 13%. Regionally, 

more than 30% of young Arabs are 
jobless because of unrest and insuf-
ficient investment in several Arab 
countries, Mohammed Luqman, 
director-general of the Arab Labour 
Organisation (ALO), said in recent 
remarks.

“A major problem for the MENA 
region is obviously youth unem-
ployment, but adult unemploy-
ment is also at an incredible high 
rate,” Luqman said. He estimated 
the number of unemployed Arabs 
at 20 million, two million more 
since the 2011 “Arab spring” revolu-
tions that swept across the region 
and toppled four of its leaders.

Unemployment in the Arab 
world reached 17% in 2014, which 
was three times higher than the 
global average, and is expected to 
rise through 2016, a figure that is 
compounded by the fact that many 

graduates fail to find jobs because 
their specialisations are not need-
ed by the private sector, according 
to ILO.

Nationalisation of private ven-
tures in the MENA region has had 
a debilitating effect on the private 
sector, hindering expansion and 
the creation of jobs, Muhiesen 
wrote in an email.

Add to that instability in the re-
gion scaring off investors, ever-
growing security allocations eating 
up already depleted budgets at the 
expense of development, non-pay-
ment of pledges from the Group of 
7  and Gulf nations to “Arab spring” 
countries, social unrest and work 
stoppages — all lead to downward 
trending economies with lost jobs 
and no growth to sustain, Muhies-
en said.

“This is a very vicious cycle, and 
we need to collectively address 
these issues, which are all inter-
twined,” the banker added.

According to the ILO, labour mar-
kets in the MENA region haven’t 
recovered from the political insta-
bility that surfaced in 2011 while 
petroleum-rich Gulf countries 
managed to buck the trend.

Unemployment in the MENA 
region rose to 11.6% in 2011 from 
10.8% the previous year and is ex-
pected to remain at approximately 
12% through 2015, the ILO report 
said.

The region’s joblessness contin-
ues to be the highest in the world, 
with youth unemployment stand-
ing at 29.5% in 2014. It is expected 
to rise to 29.8% in 2015, hindered 
by the growing size of the compara-
tively young population.

Compounding the unemploy-

ment problem are the Syrian, Iraqi 
and other refugee crises across 
MENA countries, especially Jordan 
and Lebanon.

Syrian refugees are replacing 
more expensive local labour in 
Jordan and Lebanon, where unem-
ployment rates are swelling, wages 
are plummeting, and working con-
ditions are deteriorating.

Mohammad Abu Salem, a Syrian 
refugee from the southern border 
town of Daraa who fled to Jordan 
three years ago, is working in a res-
taurant in Amman.

Abu Salem said after leaving 
a Jordan-based camp for Syrian 
refugees, he travelled to Amman, 
where he took a low-paying job 
that allowed him to rent an apart-
ment for his wife and four children.

“I do not mind any job, any pay-
ment, as long as I can feed the hun-
gry mouths I have,” he said.

Husni, an Amman restaurant 
manager who preferred to go by 
his first name only and not have 
his restaurant identified, said he 
“started to hire Syrians because 
they have no qualms working long 
hours and doing anything I tell 
them.”

A young Syrian refugee, who 
works at an Amman fast-food res-
taurant, said he earns 5 Jordanian 
dinars ($7) a day, about half the 
wage of Jordanians. “I am fine with 
that,” he said, insisting on anonym-
ity.

“Whenever there are govern-
ment raids, I flee from the back 
door.”

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Jordan, 
has been covering the region since 
1999.
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Demonstrating for bread and jobs


