SPORT WINS AGAIN OVER POLITICS

by Rene A. Henry

SEATTLE, Wash., Aug. 1 (HNN) -- Last week when the Iraq national soccer team defeated Saudi Arabia 1-0 to win its first Asian Cup football championship it again proved that sport wins where politicians and diplomacy fails.

The players, who were Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds, combined their athletic talents as a team to give a sense of tremendous national pride to all Iraqis.  Too bad this teamwork can’t carry over to the political and religious leaders of the Sunnis, Shiites and Kurds to bring peace to and rebuild their country.
The media, however, overlooked or perhaps deliberately buried one very important quote from Younis Mahmoud, the team captain who headed in Iraq’s winning goal.  For one, the Seattle Times ran a page one story about Iraq’s win, but only if your read the last sentence of a one paragraph story on the back page of its sports section would you know that after the game Mahmoud called for the U.S. to withdraw its troops from Iraq.
Politicians and government leaders need to realize that sport unites and bridges age, sex, race and religion.  Next August more than 10,000 athletes from around the world will peacefully live and socialize together for more than two weeks in the Olympic Village in Beijing, China.  
The Olympics were an integral part of Greek culture even after the Roman Empire’s conquest of Greece in 146 B.C.  Rome allowed the Games to continue until 393 A.D. when Emperor Theodosius ended them because cheating and a disregard for the Olympic ideals had become so widespread.  Yet modern day government leaders and politicians time and again look to use sport as a threat or weapon when they ineptly fail at their job.

The governing bodies of sport turn a deaf ear to most politicians.  In 2006, Mike McGavick, a Republican from Washington who tried to unseat Democrat Maria Cantwell in a U.S. Senate race, launched a campaign to bar Iran from competing in soccer’s World Cup.  Fortunately, he lost.
The Bush Administration ended up with egg on its face last year after Treasury Secretary John Snow announced that Cuba could not compete in the inaugural World Baseball Classic.  Fidel Castro upstaged the White House when he said that any money won by the Cuban team would be donated to the victims of Katrina. This embarrassing turn of events insured Cuba’s participation.
To add insult to injury, the U.S. team never made it past the second round while Cuba, which was placed in one of he toughest competition brackets, went to the finals only to lose 10-6 to Japan.

While the U.S. has been completely bipartisan in showing its ignorance of international sport it was responsible for establishing the worst kind of precedent ever in global sports.  In 1980, the late Lloyd Cutler was White House counsel and told President Jimmy Carter that if the U.S. boycotted the Olympic Games in Moscow that the Soviets would leave Afghanistan.  Carter’s decision ripped out the hearts of the U.S. athletes and for most, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.  The Soviet military eventually did leave Afghanistan, but the Bush Administration has since replaced them with American troops.

The Soviets retaliated in 1984 and had most of the Eastern bloc nations join then in boycotting the Olympic Games in Los Angeles.  

The Reagan Administration made a strong commitment to understanding international sport.  During the mid-80s, John Mosher, then a senior officer with the U.S. Information Agency, was liaison to the U.S. Olympic Committee and an active participant on many committees and events.  A senior level position also was created at the U.S. State Department so the administration could truly work with global sport.  The positions later were eliminated by a subsequent White House administration.

While sport unites athletes and nations, regrettably, politics, money, greed and conflict of interest continue to be a part of sport, even major league sports in the U.S.  Few people, however, will ever forget the “deal” made between the French and Russian figure skating judges at the Winter Olympic Games in Salt Lake City that created public outrage because the world believed Canadians Jamie Salé and David Pelletier should have won the gold medal.  Thanks to Christine Brennan of USA Today, who exposed the sham, the International Olympic Committee and the skating federation righted the wrong and awarded the Canadian pair a gold medal as well as the Russians.

This was not the first nor will it probably be the last such incident.  There were judging irregularities in ice dancing in 1998 at Nagano.  Rigged results in Boxing were the scandal of Seoul in 1988.  In 1972 in Munich, the U.S. basketball team lost when the referees twice gave the Soviets opportunities to score after time ran out.

And, Hitler used the 1936 Games in Berlin to politicize his Nazi propaganda worldwide.  Jesse Owens’ four gold medals shoved it all right back in Hitler’s face.
Hopefully Beijing will be immune from any boycotts or threats next summer.  A dissident group already is trying to pressure the Olympic sponsors because of Darfur.  However, no CEO of an Olympic sponsor will ever intervene in the politics of a sovereign nation.

Movie Producer Norman Jewison made a strong political statement with his 1975 feature film “Rollerball.”  Here athletes competed on a playing field representing national interests of countries rather than military troops going to war.  

The U.S. would certainly have a different foreign policy today if the theme of “Rollerball” became reality.  Can you imagine Dick Cheney, Condi Rice, Karl Rove, Karen Hughes, Donald Rumsfeld and Bob Gates suiting up to represent President George W. Bush and the U.S.A.?  
There already is too much politics in international and Olympic sport.  Politicians and government leaders should let the athletes play and heed the advice of Hispanic-American philosopher George Santayana who warned that if we did not remember the past, we would be condemned to relive it.  Just let the games begin!  Sport 1, Politicos 0.
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