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AUTHOR'S NOTE

	Every case examined in this book is drawn from public record: criminal indictments and plea agreements filed in United States federal court, verdicts issued by French and Swiss courts, official reports commissioned by the World Anti Doping Agency and the International Olympic Committee, findings published by FIFA's own ethics committee, and contemporaneous reporting from established news organizations including the Associated Press, Reuters, the BBC, the New York Times, and ESPN, among others.

	Sports corruption cases rarely resolve into simple stories of guilt and innocence. Many of the individuals named in this book were convicted after trial or pleaded guilty under oath, and their culpability is a matter of established legal fact. Others were investigated, accused, and in some cases suspended or sanctioned by their own governing bodies, without ever facing a criminal conviction, and in at least one case examined at length in this book, the underlying allegations remain seriously contested and were never definitively resolved by any court or independent tribunal with the authority to settle the matter. Wherever that distinction matters, this book has tried to preserve it clearly rather than blur it for the sake of narrative momentum. Where sources disagree, or where an individual has denied an allegation and no court has ruled on the matter, that disagreement or denial is noted directly in the text.

	This is a work of nonfiction. No dialogue, scene, or detail in this book has been invented. Where a courtroom exchange, a press conference statement, or a specific figure is described, it is drawn from a documented source: sworn testimony, an official transcript, a verified news report, or a published government record. Readers interested in verifying any specific claim are encouraged to consult the original sources referenced throughout, many of which remain publicly accessible through the websites of the United States Department of Justice, the World Anti Doping Agency, the International Olympic Committee, and the news organizations cited above.

	Sports governance is a fast moving subject, and several of the matters discussed in the later chapters of this book, including ongoing legal proceedings connected to the 2015 FIFA case and the continued institutional standing of certain federations discussed in these pages, remained unresolved or subject to further development at the time this book was completed. Readers should understand the accounts offered here as accurate to the best available public record as of the time of writing, while recognizing that some of these stories may continue to develop in the years ahead.

	
CHAPTER ONE

	THE CARDBOARD BOX AT BAUR AU LAC

	At six in the morning on May 27, 2015, plainclothes Swiss police officers walked through the lobby of the Baur au Lac, a five star hotel on the edge of Lake Zurich where rooms cost more per night than most people in the world earn in a month. They were not there for the lake view. They asked the staff not to alert the guests, took the service elevators instead of the grand staircase, and began knocking on doors with a list of names in hand. Behind those doors were men who had spent decades building reputations as the custodians of the world's most popular sport. By the time the operation was finished, several of them would be led out through a side entrance, past startled breakfast guests, with bedsheets held up by hotel staff in a failed attempt to shield their faces from photographers who had somehow already gathered outside.

	It was the kind of scene normally associated with organized crime sweeps, not with a meeting of international football administrators. Yet that was precisely the point the United States Department of Justice wanted to make. Football, the world's most beloved game, had been run for two generations by a network that American prosecutors would describe in language usually reserved for the mafia: an enterprise, a racket, a conspiracy that had endured for twenty four years.

	The Fédération Internationale de Football Association, known to billions simply as FIFA, governed a sport played and watched in every country on earth. It had more member federations than the United Nations had member states. Its flagship event, the World Cup, drew global television audiences in the billions and generated revenue streams that dwarfed the economies of some of its smaller member nations. For most of its history, FIFA had operated with the kind of opacity that might have been tolerated in a private members club but was extraordinary for an organization with this much global reach and this much money flowing through its accounts.

	On that May morning, the United States Attorney General, Loretta Lynch, stood before reporters in Brooklyn and unsealed a sprawling indictment that ran to forty seven counts and one hundred and sixty four pages. Fourteen individuals, nine of them current or former FIFA officials and five of them sports marketing executives, were charged with racketeering, wire fraud, and money laundering conspiracies. The headline figure prosecutors offered the public was simple and staggering: more than one hundred and fifty million dollars in bribes and kickbacks, paid out over more than two decades, in exchange for media rights, marketing contracts, and the simple privilege of doing business with the people who controlled global football.

	Lynch did not mince words. The defendants, she said, had been entrusted with rules that were supposed to keep the sport honest and protect its integrity. Instead, they had corrupted the business of football to serve themselves. It spanned, she said, at least two generations of soccer officials who had abused their positions of trust to enrich themselves through bribery and kickbacks, and the harm reached far beyond the men in the dock. It touched the youth leagues that never received development funding they were entitled to. It touched the developing football nations that should have benefited from the commercial boom the sport had experienced over the preceding two decades. Football, Lynch suggested, had been hollowed out from the inside by the very people charged with growing it.

	The investigation that produced this moment had not begun with football corruption at all. It began, almost incongruously, with a tax inquiry. In 2011, the Internal Revenue Service was looking into the personal finances of Chuck Blazer, the long serving general secretary of CONCACAF, the regional body governing football in North America, Central America, and the Caribbean. Blazer was a large, garrulous American who had served on FIFA's powerful executive committee and had lived for years in a sprawling apartment in Trump Tower, complete with a separate unit purchased for his cats. He had simply not been filing personal income tax returns. What started as a straightforward case of suspected tax evasion soon revealed something far larger: a web of bribes, kickbacks, and shell company payments that ran through the heart of CONCACAF and touched FIFA itself.

	Confronted with the evidence against him, Blazer made a choice that would alter the course of football history. He agreed to cooperate. He wore a hidden recording device. He attended FIFA functions, official dinners, and committee meetings as an informant for the FBI, gathering evidence on the very colleagues with whom he had built his career. In November 2013, Blazer quietly pleaded guilty to a ten count federal information that included racketeering conspiracy, wire fraud, money laundering, and tax offenses. He agreed to forfeit more than nineteen hundred thousand dollars, with more to come. His cooperation, kept secret for years, became one of the central engines of the broader investigation that would eventually bring down some of the most powerful men in world sport.

	The Federal Bureau of Investigation and the IRS Criminal Investigation division did not work alone. They coordinated with police agencies and prosecutors across more than thirty countries, an extraordinary logistical undertaking given that the people under investigation were scattered across South America, the Caribbean, Europe, and Asia. Switzerland, where FIFA is headquartered and where it enjoys a level of institutional deference that has long puzzled outside observers, became a crucial partner. Swiss authorities not only carried out the dawn arrests at the Baur au Lac, they opened a parallel criminal investigation of their own into the bidding processes for the 2018 and 2022 World Cups, awarded respectively to Russia and to Qatar on the same December day in 2010 in a vote that had already drawn years of suspicion.

	What the investigation eventually revealed was not a single scheme but an entire ecosystem of corruption that had calcified inside football's governing structures over more than two decades. At its center sat a basic and depressingly familiar arrangement. FIFA and its regional confederations controlled extraordinarily valuable commercial rights: television broadcast rights, marketing and sponsorship rights, and the rights to lucrative regional and global tournaments. Those rights were sold, often through multi year contracts, to sports marketing companies, who in turn resold them downstream to networks and corporate sponsors. According to FIFA's own figures, seventy percent of its revenue between 2011 and 2014, a period that totaled some five point seven billion dollars, came from the sale of those television and marketing rights tied to a single tournament, the 2014 World Cup in Brazil.

	Wherever there is a chokepoint of that much value passing through the hands of a small number of officials with broad discretion and minimal oversight, the conditions for corruption tend to follow. The indictment alleged that sports marketing executives paid bribes and kickbacks to the football officials who controlled access to these rights, securing favorable contract terms or simply purchasing the rights at below market value, then profiting enormously when they resold them at the true market price. The officials who took the bribes laundered the proceeds through an elaborate network of shell companies, offshore accounts, and complicit financial institutions stretching from the Cayman Islands to Switzerland to South Florida.

	One name appeared again and again in the unfolding case: José Hawilla, the Brazilian owner and founder of the Traffic Group, a sprawling sports marketing conglomerate that had become one of the dominant intermediaries in South American football's commercial rights. In December 2014, months before the public indictments, Hawilla had quietly pleaded guilty under seal to a four count information charging him with racketeering conspiracy, wire fraud conspiracy, money laundering conspiracy, and obstruction of justice. He agreed to forfeit more than one hundred and fifty one million dollars, an almost unimaginable sum for a man who had built his fortune buying and reselling the broadcast rights to South American football tournaments. His guilty plea, and his subsequent cooperation, gave investigators a map of the bribery networks that connected marketing executives to football officials across multiple countries and multiple decades.

	The list of defendants named in the original indictment read like a who's who of the sport's regional power structures. There was Jeffrey Webb, the sitting FIFA vice president and CONCACAF president, a Cayman Islander who had been positioned by some reformers as the face of a cleaner future for the organization. There was Eugenio Figueredo, another FIFA vice president. There was Jack Warner, the longtime Trinidadian power broker who had run CONCACAF for more than two decades and who, along with his son Daryll Warner, faced charges connected to bribes tied to World Cup hosting decisions stretching back years.

	What followed the initial indictment was not a single dramatic trial but a long, grinding unwinding of guilty pleas, extraditions, and additional charges that would continue for the better part of a decade. On December 3, 2015, prosecutors unsealed a superseding indictment naming an additional sixteen defendants, bringing additional charges against officials who had not been named the first time around, including several sitting members of FIFA's executive committee and the current presidents of CONCACAF and CONMEBOL, the South American confederation. Eight more defendants, including Webb himself, pleaded guilty on the same day the superseding indictment was announced, a coordinated unveiling that suggested prosecutors had built a remarkably comprehensive case before they ever went public.

	Webb's plea was particularly striking given the position of trust he had occupied. He admitted to racketeering conspiracy, three counts of wire fraud conspiracy, and three counts of money laundering conspiracy, and agreed to forfeit more than six point seven million dollars. Alejandro Burzaco, the former chairman of the Argentine sports marketing company Torneos y Competencias, pleaded guilty to similarly serious charges and forfeited more than twenty one point six million dollars. Luis Bedoya, a member of FIFA's executive committee and the president of the Colombian football federation, agreed to forfeit all the funds in his Swiss bank account. Sergio Jadue, a CONMEBOL vice president and the former president of the Chilean federation, made a similar arrangement.

	By the time the dust began to settle, the scale of the investigation had become almost difficult to comprehend. More than fifty individual and corporate defendants from more than twenty countries had faced charges. Twenty seven individual defendants had pleaded guilty. Four corporate entities had pleaded guilty as well, and several banking institutions acknowledged roles in the criminal conduct through deferred prosecution or non prosecution agreements, the kind of quiet settlements that allow financial institutions to avoid

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	