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Columns: The Ugly Game 

Azerbaijan is better known for corruption than soccer--and the latest scandals in Azeri soccer suggest why. 
by Aynura Ahmedova 
Transitions Online Annual Survey 2002
BAKU, Azerbaijan--Think of FIFA and--apart from the World Cup--bribery, favoritism, and vote-rigging might spring to mind. Think of Azerbaijan, regularly ranked among the leaders in Transparency International's corruption league, and cash for favors almost certainly will. Now the FIFA disease--or the Azeri one--has reached fever pitch in Azeri soccer. 

Players and teams have been crying foul for years. For the past five years, clubs have been complaining about the handling of the game by the president of the Association of Football Federations of Azerbaijan (AFFA), Fuad Musaev--and two years ago an attempt to establish an alternative federation almost led to Azerbaijan being banned from international competition. 

However, a still bigger crisis erupted this April, when 11 of the country's top 12 teams said it was time to give Musaev the boot for match-fixing, favoritism, and his "anti-soccer policies" in general. In any case, they said, his time was up: His term in office ended on 3 May. However, Musaev has called for the elections to be pushed back to August. 

The departure of the 11 teams from the league seemingly ended a farce that had already seen a series of games halted by police or by club presidents. On 4 May they started a new league, leaving just one team, Shafa, on the sidelines in the old league. Shafa was created by AFFA to groom young players Azerbaijan hopes will play for it at the Olympics, and its president is also a top figure in AFFA--but that does not mean, AFFA asserts, that referees blow dubious penalties after many minutes of overtime to earn crucial victories for the team, as critics claim. Shafa, which in 2001 won the Azerbaijan Cup, was in the hunt for the league championship when the other teams walked out. 

Referees have been called in. European soccer's governing body, UEFA--after saying on 8 May that a parallel league was out of the question--has threatened to stop providing money to the league and to expel AFFA. FIFA, the global equivalent of UEFA, has said the same. Azerbaijan and the specially groomed young stars of Shafa may therefore no longer be able to compete internationally. 

But all these blowing whistles have had little effect so far. The lone development has been the creation of a joint organizational committee to manage Azeri soccer, a move contested by AFFA. Meanwhile, FIFA's newly re-elected president, Sepp Blatter, himself at the center of allegations of corruption, does not seem to be in much of a hurry to resolve the problem. FIFA will, he wrote to AFFA, send a joint FIFA/UEFA fact-finding team to Azerbaijan in July--not much solace for Azeri fans, who see Pele's "beautiful game" turning into a dirty political brawl. 

So, if Blatter and FIFA cannot part the battling sides, who can? "I would like Heidar Aliev, Azerbaijan's president, to personally announce that I have to leave, otherwise I see no reasons for resigning," Musaev said in early May. 

But either something has changed or soccer is one thing that even one of the Caucasus's strongest, most senior, and wiliest leaders cannot referee. His son, Ilham Aliev, jumped into the dispute, summoning the two sides for talks. Ilham may be the president of Azerbaijan's Olympic committee and presumed future president of the country, but that was not enough to get Musaev to turn up at a scheduled meeting in late May. Perhaps Musaev feared being brought to book: The Justice Ministry has said that AFFA breached its own statutes when it postponed elections for Musaev's post until August (and though the ministry said nothing about this, there is also a question of $37 million that critics allege Musaev has stashed away in a European bank). AFFA's alternative long-standing version is that the state wants loyal people at the top of the soccer hierarchy, the only sport not already controlled by the state, says Musaev. 

And all the while, 14 June--the deadline for Azerbaijan to announce the clubs that will enter next season's European championships--draws nearer. AFFA has demanded that all the games in the unofficial league be annulled and played again in the original leagues. That would mean the teams would each have to play another four or five matches. 

Ahead of last Tuesday's final of the Azerbaijan Cup, fans assumed that they would at the end of the day know the name of one of the teams that would enter the draw for the European championships. But AFFA has yet to say whether Neftchi, which won over Shamkir, will go forward to next season's UEFA cup. Neftchi was awarded the cup after Shamkir's owner ordered his players off the field when, with the score at 0-0, the referee awarded a penalty to Neftchi. "I swear there was no contact between me and Ismaylov [of Neftchi]," said the tearful culprit after the game. "He fell as soon as he saw I was going to challenge him." Of course, said Zahir Mahmudov, Shamkir's assistant coach, "we were expecting something like this--only in this way would Neftchi be able to beat us and win anything." 

Still, at least Azeri soccer fans have the World Cup to comfort them. And if Mahmudov switched on his television three days later he would have seen lowly Senegal beat France. 


