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Its disappointing FIFA has so far chosen not to lead on the issue of Israeli 

settlement teams playing in Palestinian West Bank. 

This is a real opportunity for the beleaguered overseer of the world game to 
make a stance, especially as it appears doing so would simply be by enforcing 

its own rules. 

The issue has been brought to a head by the Palestinian Football Association 

who have asked football administrators in Zurich to adjudicate on the claim 
that teams of Israeli settlers - who are illegally occupying Palestinian land - 

contravene FIFA's Article 72(2) which seeks to deny any team playing in 
another sovereign space without the permission of that country. 

That it has come to this point appears to suggest that this dispute, like so 

many before it in this landscape, has been quickly identified as one which can 
be used to score wider political points. 

Taking such a reflexive and adversarial approach - and both Palestinian and 
Israeli political leaders can surely be accused of this - is unlikely to lead to a 

sustainable outcome. One side will have to back down, lose face and/or accept 
defeat. None are likely to do so now, as at any time in the last six decades. 

Which suggests the issue needs to be guided, a role FIFA should be able to 

fulfil. 

It appears that FIFA cannot implement Article 72(2) without serious damage 

to its position. The global Israeli lobby, rousing up its many and powerful 
supporters, would likely cause football's world body so many headaches that 

doing as the PFA has asked would be logistically untenable. 

This is clearly known by the PFA and so it is putting FIFA in an impossible 
position. Seemingly. 

But, perhaps, FIFA has an 'out'. 

Those who understand the Israeli-Palestinian situation will understand that 
relations between settlers (indeed their very presence) and Palestinians is one 

of its hottest flash points. 



In this case, the legal spat presents an opportunity to break down some of 

those walls, using the healing and bridging power of football/soccer to do so. 

The basics of this issue, beyond the politics, is that there are six teams of 

Israeli settlers who want to play football/soccer. Allowing them to compete as 
Israeli teams, as the PFA claims, offers a degree of legitimacy to their status 

in the West Bank which is unacceptable. This is understandable. 

But, the desire to play football can become a catalyst for positive change. 

For instance, FIFA could fund a cross-border tournament or competition, 

between Israeli settlers and West Bank Palestinians. 

Lest this be seen as offering succour to illegal settlers in the West Bank, all 
games could be conducted in Israel-proper, or on neutral ground (or as close 

to that as can be said to be so in this part of the world) in a third country. Both 
IFA and the PFA could work together to facilitate transport and logistics under 

the auspices of FIFA. 

Football is a proven mechanism for bringing those with deep-seated fears, 

ignorance’s and misunderstandings together. According to the United Nations 
Office for Sport for Peace and Development, sport can work to directly develop 

peaceful environments by building relationships, connecting individuals to 
communities, providing a communications platform for peace building and by 

providing space for informal dialogue. 

Says a report produced by the organisation, "Sport alone cannot prevent 

conflict or build peace. However, it can contribute to broader, more 
comprehensive efforts in a range of important ways." 

At one level, we can see this enacted almost weekly as high profile derby 

games in professional leagues around the world more often than not are played 
without violence. 

But at a deeper level, enemies meeting in a sporting context - on a level 
playing field as it were - tends to see differences blurred as the team work, 

rules base and co-operation required takes effect. 

Any football player will know for instance that the usual verbal accompaniment 
to the end-of-game handshake is to say "thanks for the game." 

In such simple fora, the complications of decades of conflict can be swept 
aside. Basic humanity and interaction becomes the currency, rather than 

decades of animosity and prejudice. 



We have seen, through our program working with Rohingya refugees in 

Malaysia, how sport works to bring communities together. 

The Rohingya Football Club, an initiative we are developing with the refugee 

community, plays friendly games against other ethnic groups as well as with 
police and army teams. This year they entered a local league, 

The effects have been very positive. Local media has picked up on their story 

and helped to publicise their plight. They have made contacts and relationships 
with numerous other groups. 

The implications of such an initiative in Israel/Palestine are enormous. 

Of course, this could go horribly wrong. It could be politically manipulated by 
either side. It could get violent. 

But, risk is opportunity's friend. 

So much has already been tried. Something like this, backed by the imprimatur 
of FIFA, has (to our knowledge) not been tried. 

Small scale it may be. Risky it always will be in this part of the world. 

But could it be worth a try? 
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