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LAUSANNE: FIFA shelved a proposed expansion
of the 2022 World Cup in Qatar to 48 teams on
Wednesday, dealing a blow to the world football
body’s president Gianni Infantino. The 2022 tour-
nament in the Gulf state will now be played with
32 nations taking part. FIFA said it had abandoned
the expansion plans “following a thorough and
comprehensive consultation process” which led to
the conclusion that “under the current circum-
stances such a proposal could not be made now”.

“(The tournament) will therefore remain as
originally planned with 32 teams and no pro-
posal will be submitted at the next FIFA Con-
gress on 5 June,” FIFA said in a statement. The
expansion was a pet project of Infantino, who
pushed the idea despite the likely need for
Qatar’s neighbors to put aside a two-year block-
ade and help to host an expanded tournament.
“The involvement of these countries in the or-
ganization of the tournament jointly with Qatar
implies the lifting of this blockade, in particular
the lifting of restrictions on the movement of
people and goods,” said a feasibility study sub-
mitted to March’s FIFA Congress in Miami.

The study, seen by AFP, also claimed that a
Qatar World Cup with 48 teams would generate
“between $300-$400 million (265-354 million

euros) of additional income”. Specifically FIFA
was counting on an additional $120 million in TV
rights, $150 million in marketing rights and $90
million from ticket sales. The news comes after
Europe’s top football clubs said in March they
would boycott an expanded 24-team Club
World Cup-also backed by Infantino-which is
planned to take place in June and July 2021, re-
placing the Confederations Cup tournament.

COMPLICATED PROPOSITION
An announcement of the final decision had

not been expected until next month’s FIFA Con-
gress to be held in Paris ahead of the women’s
World Cup that takes place in France between
June 7 and July 7. FIFA said it had examined the
possibility of Qatar hosting a 48-team tourna-
ment on its own, but a study “concluded that due
to the advanced stage of preparations and the
need for a detailed assessment of the potential
logistical impact on the host country, more time
would be required and a decision could not be
taken before the deadline of June”.

FIFA has dropped the plan to expand the
2022 tournament despite recommending in
March that the number of teams should be raised
to 48 for that tournament, ahead of the 2026

World Cup in the United States, Canada and
Mexico. Expanding the competition for the 2022
tournament was always a complicated proposi-
tion. FIFA had sounded out potential co-hosts in
the region willing to support Qatar, which is sub-
ject to an ongoing embargo by Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and their allies. Qatar’s
Supreme Committee, charged with the organi-
zation of the tournament, said in reaction to
FIFA’s decision that “Qatar had always been open
to the idea of an expanded tournament in 2022
had a viable operating model been found and had
all parties concluded that an expanded 48-team
edition was in the best interest of football and
Qatar as the host nation.” But it said there was
insufficient time to make a deeper assessment
before the June deadline and “it was therefore
decided not to further pursue this option. 

With just three and a half years to go until
kick off, Qatar remains as committed as ever to
ensuring the 32-team FIFA World Cup in 2022 is
one of the best tournaments ever and one that
makes the entire Arab world proud,” the
Supreme Committee said. Saudi Arabia, the UAE,
Egypt and Bahrain cut all ties with Qatar in June
2017, accusing Doha of supporting Iran and Is-
lamist groups. Qatar vehemently denies the

charges and says Saudi Arabia and its allies are
aiming to incite government change in the emi-
rate, the world’s largest exporter of liquefied nat-
ural gas. Gulf states Kuwait and Oman have not
taken sides in the crisis. However, Oman said in
April it was “not ready” to host matches. Mean-
while, FIFA President Gianni Infantino thanked
Russia yesterday for hosting the “best World Cup
ever” as President Vladimir Putin presented him
with a state award for his role in making last
year’s tournament possible. — Agencies

FIFA shelves proposed expansion 
plans for 48-team 2022 World Cup

PSG’s Al-Khelaifi 
charged in Qatar
world athletics 
graft probe

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain chief Nasser Al-Khelaifi
was yesterday charged with corruption in connection
with the bidding process for this year’s world athletics
championships in Doha, judicial sources said. Al-Khe-
laifi, who is also the boss of Qatari television channel
BeIN Sports, has been under investigation since March
in a probe of the bidding process for the 2017 and the
2019 world championships. Doha lost out to London to
stage the 2017 worlds but beat off opposition to host
the 2019 event from Eugene in the United States and
Barcelona.

Al-Khelaifi was informed by letter of his “mis en ex-
amen”, a French legal term that has no direct equivalent
in the American or British legal systems but roughly
translates as being charged. The French term does not
automatically trigger a trial but means that prosecutors
believe there is strong or corroborated evidence of
wrongdoing. Al-Khelaifi was unable to attend question-
ing by investigators scheduled for May 16 as he was in
Qatar for the domestic cup final. French prosecutors are
looking specifically at two payments of $3.5 million in
2011 by Oryx Qatar Sports Investment, a company
jointly owned by Al-Khelaifi and his brother Khalid, to
a sports marketing firm run by Papa Massata Diack.

Diack’s father Lamine Diack was president of the
International Association of Athletics Federations
(IAAF) from 1999 to 2015 and a member of the Inter-
national Olympic Committee. As well as probing the

world athletics championships the French investigation
is also examining circumstances in which the Olympic
Games were awarded to Rio de Janeiro for 2016 and
Tokyo for 2020.

Prior to the decision to charge him, Al-Khelaifi had
been questioned in March as “person of interest” in the
case revolving around the 2011 payments by Oryx
which were made at a time when Doha was seeking to
host the 2017 world athletics championship and the
2020 Olympics. Investigators were seeking to deter-
mine whether, in return for the payments, Lamine Diack
used his influence to gain votes for Doha among IAAF
members and also to obtain a date change for the com-
petitions to avoid the heat of the Qatar summer. The
world championships take place at the Khalifa Interna-
tional Stadium between September 27 and October 6.

Al-Khelaifi’s lawyer Francis Szpiner denied all
wrongdoing on the part of his client saying the Oryx
payments were fully transparent and the facts of the
case “do not concern him (Al-Khalaifi).” The head of
BeIN Sports “authorized no payment of any kind in re-
lation to the allegations made,” he told AFP. “Nasser Al-
Khelaifi was neither a shareholder, nor a director of
Oryx en 2011. He did not intervene either directly or in-
directly in the candidature of Doha...” Another BeIN ex-
ecutive, Yousef Al-Obaidly, a PSG board member and
close associate of Al-Khelaifi, is also under investigation
in France which claims jurisdiction because the IAAF is
based in Monaco.

Al-Obaidly has also denied all wrongdoing, saying
the allegations were “utterly baseless and unsubstanti-
ated.” Lamine Diack, meanwhile, was charged with cor-
ruption in March in relation to the case while an arrest
warrant has been issued for his Senegal-based son, also
wanted for corruption and money laundering, according
to a source close to the probe. French prosecutors this
week recommended that Diack and his son stand trial
in a separate matter, for allegedly obstructing sanctions
against Russia for doping in return for payments when
he was IAAF president. —AFP

MOSCOW: FIFA President Gianni Infantino at-
tends an award ceremony at the Kremlin in
Moscow yesterday. — AFP

Putin honours FIFA’s Infantino with state medal over 2018 WCup

S Korea scraps joint Olympic 
hockey team with North
SEOUL: South Korea are dropping their plan for a joint women’s field
hockey team with the North at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, officials said
yesterday, after Pyongyang failed to co-operate. Sporting ties triggered
a rapid diplomatic thaw on and around the peninsula last year, but are
stagnating with the wider process over the North’s nuclear arsenal dead-
locked. The two Koreas formed their first-ever unified Olympic team-a
joint women’s ice hockey squad-for the 2018 Winter Games in the South,
where they proved a media sensation despite losing all five of their
matches by a combined scoreline of 28-2. The two Koreas then formed
several joint teams for the 2018 Asian Games in Indonesia and in Febru-
ary agreed to send unified basketball, judo, field hockey and rowing
squads to Tokyo. 

But just weeks later a summit between North Korean leader Kim Jong
Un and US President Donald Trump collapsed in disagreement over
sanctions relief and what Pyongyang would be willing to give up in re-
turn. That left North-South relations in limbo, with Pyongyang not re-
sponding to offers of talks or implementing previous agreements. The
International Olympic Committee has stipulated that, in team sports, any
joint team Tokyo entries must have qualified as a single unit. That means
a joint women’s team needed to enter the IHF Women’s Hockey Series
Finals in Ireland from June 8 to 16. Yesterday was the deadline for sub-
mitting squads and, with the North not responding, the South decided
to enter alone. 

“It will just be the South Korean team, not a unified team,” an official
at the Korea Hockey Federation in Seoul told AFP. South Korea’s sports
minister Park Yang-woo held out hope of a change of heart by Py-
ongyang. “We have repeatedly sent our request but there has been no
response. We will wait until the very last minute,” he told reporters earlier
this week. “If there is progress in talks for joint teams later, we will resume
discussions but we have to prioritize the opinions of the athletes,” he
said. Pyongyang and Seoul have announced plans for a joint bid to host
the 2032 Summer Games, but officials in the South Korean capital say
there has not been any discussion on the project with their northern
counterparts. —AFP


