April 27, 2018
Gianni Infantino, President
Fédération Internationale de Football Association
FIFA-Strasse 20
P.O. Box 8044, Zurich, Switzerland
Dear President Infantino:
The Advocates for Human Rights1 requests FIFA to encourage Morocco to supplement its bid to
host the 2026 World Cup by taking much-needed measures to eliminate gender-based
discrimination and create a safe environment free from sexual violence for all female
participants.
We are delighted that FIFA increasingly has been an active participant in the “fight for a fairer
society without discrimination,” evidenced by the adoption of a new, landmark Human Rights
Policy in May 2017, concurrent with the creation of FIFA’s Human Rights Advisory Board, 2 and
by FIFA’s Fourth Conference on Equality and Inclusion held in Zurich in March 2018.3
At the Conference in Zurich, you recognized that football has immense “strength” that can be
used as “a force for good.” Likewise, conference attendees spoke of how football can be “more
than just a game” and that the sport can have a “special power”. And, while acknowledging that
“Football alone cannot solve all of the problems in the world,” FIFA Secretary General Fatma
Samoura stated that it would be “irresponsible” to overlook the power of football as a global
sport. In closing the conference, Secretary General Samoura called for football to be put in
“service of a greater good”, namely, by “pursuing equality” and by “striving for people to be
properly valued regardless of where they come from, their sexual orientation or the colour of
their skin.”
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Although such statements carry great promise, to have meaning FIFA must act on them.
Morocco’s bid to host the 2026 FIFA World Cup requires further scrutiny and dialogue
with national representatives because its current laws discriminate against women and do
not guarantee a safe environment for all World Cup attendees regardless of gender.
Such laws are incompatible with international human rights standards and with Article 4 of the
FIFA Statutes, which prohibits discrimination of any kind. FIFA today has an opportunity to use
the power of football in pursuit of equality and to fight to end discrimination. Without doubt, it is
a privilege for any country to host the World Cup. FIFA’s awarding Morocco the 2026 World
Cup without demanding that it first repeal these discriminatory statutes and ensure the security of
all – men and women, visitors and Moroccans – would be “irresponsible” and wrong.
1. Moroccan criminal law discriminates against women.
Current Moroccan laws (a) criminalize all sexual relations outside of marriage, and (b) create
significant barriers to justice for women who have been raped.
First, article 490 of the Moroccan Penal Code criminalizes sexual relations outside of marriage
between persons of the opposite sex, punishable by one month to one year of imprisonment.
Article 491 increases the penalty to one-to-two years for an adulterous spouse.
Secondly, Morocco’s laws have legal gaps, are insufficient to prevent, investigate, and punish
violence against women, are discriminatory, and rarely enforced by the justice system in cases of
gender-based violence, such as sexual harassment, rape, and domestic abuse.4 A law passed in
February 2018 defining violence against women as “any act based on gender discrimination that
entails physical, psychological, sexual, or economic harm to a woman”, does not adequately
address the problem because women still are not guaranteed a safe environment free from sexual
violence.5
For example, in cases of sexual assault and rape, Moroccan law continues to require that victims
prove non-consent by showing actual physical injuries resulting from the act of violence, and
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ignores the act of violence itself.6 These legal provisions continue to place the burden of proof
solely on the victim of violence,7 and constitute gender-based discrimination as a result.
Moreover, rape victims are deterred from seeking help out of fear of prosecution under
Morocco’s aforementioned morality laws criminalizing illicit sexual relations.8
2. Morocco’s discriminatory laws can have a direct, negative impact on the World Cup
itself.
Such discriminatory laws create disincentives to all fans – foreign and Moroccan – to attend
World Cup matches and festivities. Moreover, the laws create disincentives to female fans in
particular to attend because of the threat of gender-based violence. The resulting low attendance
may have a direct, negative impact on the World Cup itself.
A. Negative impact on all World Cup participants and fans.
Unmarried opposite-sex couples may be deterred from participating for fear of arrest and
prosecution under articles 490 and 491 of the Moroccan Penal Code. Police are known “to harass
unmarried lovers”, and Morocco’s so-called morality laws “have been used to break into
activists’ homes in the middle of the night and arrest them on charges of adultery.”9
For similar reasons, the laws also can negatively affect the experience of unmarried football
players who participate in the 2026 FIFA World Cup. Likewise, female national team physicians
and trainers, FIFA personnel, and match officials and referees risk harassment by law
enforcement, and even arrest and prosecution under Morocco’s criminal laws.
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B. Negative impact on women specifically.
In particular, both foreign and Moroccan female soccer fans may choose not to attend World Cup
games and related activities because, if they are sexually assaulted, justice system, law
enforcement, and health services responses are not adequate. Worse, rape victims seeking help
may risk imprisonment instead, because of Morocco’s laws prohibiting sex outside of marriage.
In recent decades, female attendance at men’s football matches has grown.10 Among European
countries, between 30 and 40 percent of all football fans are women.11 Moreover, even as the
women’s game continues to grow in popularity12, female fans’ interest in men’s football is
shown to increase further still with national team games.13 Morocco is no exception to this trend
of growing female attendance at football games, with one report describing the increasing
presence of women fans and how, “despite the agitation in stadiums, and despite harassment and
aggression, Moroccan women insist on taking their place in stadiums to follow the matches of
their favorite teams . . . . Women defy family and social control and resist harassment to support
their teams in stadiums that are almost monopolized by men.”14 However, female attendance at
live football matches decreases in the face of heightened misogyny, sexism, and violence.15
There is a real risk of sexual violence against both Moroccan and foreign female fans, national
teams’ staff members, FIFA officials, and others attending World Cup events in Morocco.
Violence against women is a widespread problem in Morocco, with 62.8 percent of women
reporting some form of violence within a given one-year period.16 An estimated 23 percent of
women in Morocco experience sexual violence at some point in their lifetime.17 This risk is
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compounded by the substantially increased levels of sexual violence against women reported
during major sporting events, including the World Cup.18
C. Negative impact on FIFA.
FIFA has recognized its responsibility for “providing for the safety and security of people who
are attending or are otherwise involved in or affected by FIFA’s events”.19 This responsibility to
protect women participating in the World Cup applies equally to foreign and Moroccan fans,
national teams’ staff members, match officials, and FIFA personnel. Yet, holding the 2026
World Cup in Morocco under current laws recklessly places all women and unmarried couples in
harm’s way.
Low attendance can have a direct, negative impact on the World Cup itself. For example, low
female spectator attendance can be reflected in diminished ticket sales, which affects FIFA’s
projected revenues.20 Using 2014 FIFA World Cup figures as a baseline, if foreign and
Moroccan female fans opt to stay home rather than attend the 2026 games, a mere 5-to-10
percent decrease in ticket sales could result in $25 million to $50 million in lost revenue, if not
more.21
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Low attendance in Morocco also may project a negative image of 2026 FIFA World Cup games
on television screens around the globe from the empty seats on match-day. For example, the
2010 World Cup in South Africa was troubled by headlines, like, “World Cup stadiums: What’s
with all the empty seats?”22 Regarding the group stages in 2010, one reporter recalled: “It
became a favoured pastime to note the point at which thousands of yellow jacketed volunteers
would flood into the stands to fill empty spaces at some matches.”23 FIFA was left “scrambling
to avoid embarrassment” by making tickets available to locals at low prices.24 There is no
guarantee that a similar tactic will succeed in Morocco, a country of only 35 million people
compared to South Africa’s nearly 55 million, should FIFA find itself pressed to fill empty seats
in stadiums once more in 2026.
3. Holding the 2026 FIFA World Cup in Morocco would violate FIFA’s commitment
to human rights.
Article 4 of the FIFA Statutes prohibits discrimination of any kind. Moreover, FIFA has
committed to advancing and protecting the human rights of women, and to holding World Cups
in environments free of discrimination. The Human Rights Policy “outlines FIFA’s approach to
its implementation in accordance with the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human
Rights”.25 Importantly, FIFA is “committed to embedding this policy across our activities
through ongoing due-diligence processes, which includes anchoring respect for human rights in
the bidding and hosting of our events and throughout our relationships with third parties.”26
Hosting the 2026 World Cup in Morocco is incompatible with such policies and commitments.
For example, Article 5 of FIFA’s Human Rights Policy declares that “FIFA strives to create a
discrimination-free environment within its organisation and throughout all of its activities” and
that discrimination on basis of gender is prohibited.27 Article 5 further declares that “FIFA places
particular emphasis on identifying and addressing differential impacts based on gender and on
promoting gender equality and preventing all forms of harassment, including sexual
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harassment.”28 Yet, rape victims receive inadequate protection under Moroccan law and
regularly face harassment at the hands of law enforcement, as discussed above.
4. FIFA should withhold Morocco’s eligibility to host the 2026 World Cup unless the
country repeals its discriminatory laws and guarantees a safe environment for all
women.
FIFA’s Human Rights Policy provides ample guidance. “Where the national context risks
undermining FIFA’s ability to ensure respect for internationally recognised human rights, FIFA
will constructively engage with the relevant authorities and other stakeholders and make every
effort to uphold its international human rights responsibilities.”29 The Moroccan national context
presents just such a risk. FIFA’s efforts to uphold its international human rights responsibilities
are undercut by the prospective host country’s criminal laws, which discriminate against women
and do not adequately prevent or respond to sexual violence.
FIFA maintains an “ongoing due diligence process to identify, address, evaluate and
communicate the risks of involvement with adverse human rights impacts.”30 In considering
Morocco’s bid to host the 2026 FIFA World Cup, FIFA has an obligation under its ongoing due
diligence process to engage with the Moroccan government to address laws and practices that
run squarely counter to international human rights and create substantial risks for certain
categories of participants. FIFA should declare that, until Morocco’s discriminatory criminal
laws are repealed and measures are taken to respond adequately to sexual violence, the
country’s eligibility to host the 2026 World Cup is called into question.
5. Conclusion
The Advocates for Human Rights applauds FIFA’s leadership in enacting policies toward
upholding international human rights. We agree that football can be “more than just a game”
and, indeed, the World Cup is perhaps the greatest opportunity to harness football’s “special
power” in service of the greater good. To that end, we respectfully request that FIFA
seriously consider Morocco’s human rights record – particularly on women’s rights to
freedom from discrimination and violence – in the context of its bid to host the 2026 FIFA
World Cup.
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We stand ready to assist you on these issues, and we would welcome the opportunity to provide
additional information on women’s rights in Morocco.
Sincerely,

Jennifer Prestholdt, Deputy Director
The Advocates for Human Rights
jprestholdt@advrights.org

Cc:

Fatma Samoura, FIFA Secretary General
Andreas Graf, FIFA Human Rights Manager
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