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London

A 

FIFA whistle-blower 
claimed that Doha se-
cured hosting rights 
for the 2022 World Cup 
with a multimillion-

dollar bribe.
In her book “Whatever It Takes: 

The Inside Story of the FIFA Way,” 
Bonita Mersiades, who was a 
member of Australia’s World Cup 
bid team for 2018 and 2022, claims 
that Qatar, through its state-
owned TV company beIN Sports, 
won the 2022 World Cup hosting 
rights with a $100 million bribe.

The Daily Mail reported that the 
book says former FIFA President 
Sepp Blatter knew Qatar would 
win the right to host the 2022 
World Cup and contacted US Presi-
dent Barack Obama to inform him 
days ahead of the vote.

Blatter said that, after the vote, 
he worked at stripping Qatar of 
hosting duties but struck a series 
of deals with Qatar’s emir guaran-
teeing that Blatter would not face 
a 2011 FIFA presidential challenge 
from Qatari Mohamed bin Ham-
mam. FIFA’s Ethics Committee 
later banned Bin Hammam from 
football-related activities at na-
tional and international levels.

Mersiades’s book says that pay-
ment from beIN Sports, then 

known as Al Jazeera Sports, was 
done with the knowledge of 
former FIFA Secretary-General 
Jerome Valcke, who was also 
subsequently banned by the inter-
national football organisation for 
corruption.

“Valcke’s concerns about rev-
enue growth in relation to Qatar 
were assuaged when negotiations 
commenced in October 2010 for 
a bonus payment of US $100m to 
FIFA from Al Jazeera if Qatar won 
2022. There was no way he could 
turn it down. According to former 

FIFA staff, Valcke’s share was gen-
erally 5% for negotiating the deal,” 
the book said, the Mail on Sunday 
reported.

Qatar’s World Cup venture has 
been marred with complications, 
including major economic con-
cerns. When Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani succeeded his fa-
ther as emir in 2013, he was faced 
with completing infrastructure 
needed for the 2022 football tour-
nament.

The government actively cut 
costs at a time when oil prices 

were relatively healthy. The Fi-
nancial Times reported that most 
of the reductions targeted costly 
cultural, educational and health 
schemes, pet projects of Sheikh 
Tamim’s mother, Sheikha Moza 
bint Nasser al-Missned.

The 2014 oil price crash com-
pounded Doha’s woes. Deloitte 
estimated that it would cost $200 
billion for Qatar, which reportedly 
has the highest construction costs 
among Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries, to host the World Cup. 
South Africa spent $4 billion on 
the 2010 World Cup and Brazil  
$15 billion for 2014’s. Russia has 
budgeted $11.8 billion to host the 
World Cup this year.

Qatar’s World Cup bid has put its 
human rights record in the spot-
light, with both Doha and FIFA 
criticised for poor treatment of 
workers building football facili-
ties.

Despite Qatar’s pledge to reme-
dy the situation, reports, including 
one by the International Labour 
Organisation, a UN agency, last 
March warned Doha to improve 
the treatment of migrant workers 
or face sanctions.

A Human Rights Watch report in 
September said migrant construc-
tion workers in Qatar in general 
and particularly those involved 
in the 2022 World Cup projects 
worked in potentially life-threat-
ening conditions due to heat and 
humidity. The report said the “the 

lack of transparency on migrant 
worker deaths has made it diffi-
cult to assess the extent to which 
extreme weather conditions are 
harming those working outdoors.”

An investigation by FIFA’s Hu-
man Rights Advisory Board said 
it was incumbent on FIFA “to 
have a clear position on the rights 
of migrant workers in Qatar and 
the need to ensure that the legal 
protections they are afforded are 
in line with international labour 
rights standards.”

The advisory board warned 
against financial exploitation of 
the migrant workers, saying FIFA 
“should make clear with respect to 
all its events that it is unaccepta-
ble for migrant workers to be bur-
dened with recruitment fees and 
should engage with the relevant 
local actors to promote responsi-
ble recruitment and employment 
practices by all contractors and 
subcontractors in line with leading 
international practices.”
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I 

smail Ould Cheikh Ahmed is 
stepping down after three years 
as the UN special envoy to  
Yemen, making him the second 
international diplomat to quit 

in frustration over lack of progress 
in resolving the country’s conflicts 
and mounting social problems.

Reports said veteran British dip-
lomat Martin Griffiths is likely to 
replace Ould Cheikh Ahmed. Grif-
fiths is the executive director of the 
European Institute of Peace and was 
once deputy UN emergency relief 
coordinator, as well as the UN re-
gional coordinator in the Balkans in 
1999.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed hasn’t spo-
ken to leaders of Houthi rebels, who 
are fighting forces of the interna-
tionally backed government and a 
Saudi-led coalition, since last May 
after the militia attacked his convoy 
in Sana’a. He told UN Secretary-Gen-
eral Antonio Guterres that he did 
not wish to renew his contract when 
it expires at the end of February. His 
predecessor, Jamal Benomar, left in 
April 2015 after four years of trying 
to negotiate a political transition in 
Yemen.

“The special envoy remains com-
mitted to pursue through diplomacy 
an end to the violence and a politi-
cal solution that meets the legiti-
mate aspirations of the Yemeni peo-
ple until a successor is named,” UN 
spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.

The internationally recognised 
Yemeni government of President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi blamed 
the Iran-allied Houthi rebels for 
sabotaging UN efforts to resolve the 
almost 3-year conflict, the Dubai-
based Al Arabiya news channel re-
ported. Al Arabiya also said Griffiths 
has made several trips to the region 
in recent months.

Yemeni political analyst  
Ali al-Bukhaiti said Griffiths will not 
be able to offer more than what his 
predecessors did, given that a politi-
cal settlement in Yemen is not likely 
due to the ideological leanings of 
the Houthis. “They cannot accept 
any real settlement unless they have 
been militarily defeated and their 
authority ended on the ground,” 
Bukhaiti said.

“Even if an agreement was 

reached for a settlement and the 
Houthi group continues to bear 
arms and control state institutions 
and Sana’a, this settlement would 
legitimise the Houthis and grant 
them the opportunity to obtain re-
gional and international recognition 
before they launched another bat-
tle, which would be very different,” 
he said.

Yemeni Foreign Minister Abdul-
malik al-Mekhlafi said, despite re-
ports to the contrary, no agreement 
had been reached concerning direct 
talks between Yemen’s government 
and the Houthi rebels, the London 
pan-Arab daily Al-Hayat reported.

He told the newspaper that many 
issues needed to be addressed be-
fore direct talks were brought up. He 
said a UN official’s comments “must 
have been misunderstood” about 
talks taking place.

On the humanitarian front, the 
Saudi-led coalition delivered the 
first tranche of aid to the Yemeni 
province of Marib, 48 hours after 
the coalition’s foreign ministers met 
in Riyadh and agreed to open ports 
and aviation routes and provide  
$1.5 billion more in aid.

Al Arabiya reported that a runway 
was repaired at Sana’a airport to de-
liver the aid to all Yemeni provinces. 

The Saudi-Yemeni border crossing 
of al-Khadra was opened for aid de-
livery to al-Buqa for the first time 
since the conflict started.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud issued a directive to trans-
fer $2 billion to the Central Bank of 

Yemen to support the Yemeni rial. 
The move by Saudi Arabia to save 
the Yemeni currency resulted in a 
16% spike for the rial against the 
dollar.

The conflict in Yemen began when 
Shia Houthis and forces loyal to for-
mer president Ali Abdullah Saleh 
overran Sana’a in September 2014 
and seized most of the country. A 
Saudi-led Arab coalition, supported 
by the United States and the United 
Kingdom, began an air campaign 
against the rebels in March 2015.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Sana’a.
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Comprehensive operation. A Saudi soldier stands guard next to a Saudi Air Force cargo plane delivering aid at an airfield in the northern 
province of Marib, on January 22.                                                                                     (Reuters)

A skeleton in the closet. A 2013 file picture shows former FIFA 
President Sepp Blatter addressing working conditions on World 
Cup venues in Qatar during a news conference in Rome.              (AFP)
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