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In 2013, the Brunel University published a groundbreaking research
on sexual exploitation and the FIFA World Cup.1 The key message
conveyed was that although Mega Sporting Events may increase
the risk of child sexual exploitation, there is no data to determine
whether, how and to what extent these risks translate into harm.
Most importantly, the study highlighted that one should not assume
that no data means that there is no problem.
With the aim of responding to the lack of evidence and better
understand the rights violations against children, the recently
published research by the University of Dundee has pointed to
sexual exploitation of children as one of the four key violations that
happen around Mega Sporting Events – along with police (and army)
violence, displacement and child labour.2 The interview data showed
that poor, marginalised girls aged 9 to 17 as “particularly at risk
from sexual exploitation and harassment”. Before the event, child
sexual exploitation was observed near prostitution zones next to
refurbished stadiums, whereas during the event children were seen
within already existing prostitution zones, and there were potential
cases suspected in private or VIP areas in stadiums.3
A common trend when analysing existing research is the “invisibility”
of child sexual exploitation around Mega Sporting Events.
First, it appears child sexual exploitation is hidden behind other
social problems, such as diverted services, family stress due to
displacement, street clearance and reconstruction of stadiums.4
According to the Global Alliance Against Trafficking in Women,
although advocacy interventions focus greatly on child trafficking
and sexual exploitation, it appears that campaigns specifically
targeting human trafficking may hide a political agenda to de-legalise
prostitution.5 Second, research has shown that in most cases, girls
or boys being sexually exploited are not perceived as victims – in
fact, not even as children or adolescents.6 A study conducted in
several countries has shown that men actually justify their perception
of sexual exploitation by saying that although “sex work” of a girl or a

boy (under 18) is morally wrong, it is their own
choice to make.7 Third, sexual exploitation
is invisible because it mostly happens to
socially excluded and vulnerable groups,
already marginalised by society.8 Depending
on race, gender, class and nationality
involved an interaction can be understood
as flirtation or child sexual exploitation.
Putting it bluntly, the whiter and more upper
class the girl or boy appears, the less likely
it will be that people perceive them as sex
workers.9 In the context of Mega Sporting
Events, the “invisibility” of socially excluded
groups is further contrasted to the maximum
visibility of “profitable” issues, such as the
attraction of tourists and investors.10
In order to prevent, report and respond
appropriately to child sexual exploitation
during all stages of organising a Mega
Sporting Event – from the early planning
and bidding stage, the infra-structure
development, hosting, implementation,
until final reporting – it is key that
initiatives take place simultaneously at
local and international level involving all
stakeholders.11

CHANGING THE
GAME OF MEGA
SPORTING EVENTS
At the local level, Mega Sporting Events
have the potential of providing a platform to
strengthen collaboration between various
stakeholders aiming to address potential
harm and use the momentum for significant
and lasting change. For instance, in Brazil,
a unique integrated effort between the
Brazilian Government, NGO community
and UN agencies, the “Convergence
Agenda Protect Brazil”, was established
with the main goal of addressing the
negative impact on children arising from the
preparation to the actual implementation of
mega events.12 Key areas could have been
improved in order to prevent additional
sexual and other exploitation associated
with Mega Sporting Events, such as: a
longer time frame for greater integration
between organisations; better and more
reliable data, including statistics on rights
violations; and meaningful participation of

children.13 Depending on how it evolves,
the ”Convergence Agenda” might be an
important example of how Mega Sporting
Events can act as a catalyst for positive
change for children.
The actions undertaken at the international
level are usually aimed at reinforcing the
culture of human rights within leading
sports bodies. A recently formed coalition of
leading global organisations, the Sport and
Rights Alliance (SRA),14 is currently working
to improve human rights, including children’s
rights, labour rights, anti-corruption
and sustainability in sport, in particular, with
regard to Mega Sporting Events such as
the Olympic Games and the football World
Cup. Apart from representing children’s
rights in any action taken as part of the
SRA, the Children Win campaign led by
Terre des Hommes15 seeks to strengthen
children’s rights16 within leading sports
bodies, so that they enhance positive
effects and prevent any direct or indirect
negative impact that these events might
have on children – before, during and after
they take place.
Mega Sporting Events are very complex
by “nature”, since it involves a great variety
of stakeholders: from the host-awarding
process,
infrastructure,
development
of
legislation,
sponsors’
contracts,
technical sport organisations, finances,
communications, welfare, public health,
environment, security and marketing the
legacy. This complexity leads to sometimes
competing or overlapping duties, which
end up diluting responsibilities between
these actors – leaving the local population
without a clear responsibility for the
impact happening on the ground. That is
why it is key that the described local and
international levels work hand in hand.

RAISING THE BAR
FOR CHILDREN’S
RIGHTS
The “Fundamental Principles of Olympism”
established in the Olympic Charter
guarantees, amongst other values,
the respect for “human dignity”, for
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“universal fundamental principles” and the
“educational value of good example”.17
Similarly, the Fédération Internationale de
Football Association (FIFA) stresses the
importance of “humanitarian values” in its
Statutes and makes sure to publicise that
their duty goes beyond football, stretching
‘to improve the lives of young people and
their surrounding communities, to reduce
the negative impact of our activities and to
make the most we can of the positives.’18
These powerful statements are very telling
when seeking to establish the role of sports
bodies in mitigating direct and indirect
impact derived from their activities.
Sports organisations too often have
declared themselves powerless to act while
governments have promised whatever it took
to win the bid to host Mega Sporting Events.19
The momentum has shifted and sport fans,
corporate sponsors and the general public
are increasingly reminding sports bodies
that these are not the principles that they
uphold. When countries bid to host Mega
Sporting Events, governments pledge not
only to build sparkling stadiums but also to
uphold these values.
Having faced increase criticism over forced
evictions, migrant workers, environmental
destruction and LGBT rights’ violations
seems to have provided the long awaited
impetus needed for sports bodies to reform.
With the “Agenda 2020”,20 the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) has the unique
opportunity to set the example for other
international sports organisers to follow.
The willingness to lead the introduction
of a “new philosophy”, ensuring ‘contract
clauses with regard to Fundamental
Principle 6 of the Olympic Charter’ and
making the host city contract public,
represents an important and memorable
step by the IOC.21 Now the real challenge
will be to ensure host states’ compliance
with these new criteria.
In order to guarantee coherence and the
full implementation of these values, the
evaluation of future host candidates should
include children’s rights benchmarks,
in compliance with international human
rights norms and the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child.22 Bid agreements
should involve a complete and thorough

assessment of all direct and indirect
risks and opportunities to children before,
during and after Mega Sporting Events.
These standards should not be based on
goodwill, but must be non-negotiable and
absolutely binding for all stakeholders.
In order to guarantee regular and vigorous
investigation, report and remedy violations
related to Mega Sporting Events venues
in collaboration with the host government,
sports bodies should introduce an
independent monitoring board from
the very beginning. Comprising of expert
organisations and stakeholders, the
board would hold representatives from
the local host state that would highlight
any contextual variations of the different
risks in that specific location and would
be mandated specifically on risks related
to children’s rights.23 This may include,
for instance, abuse and exploitation,
including sexual exploitation linked to large
construction sites and child labour concerns.
This oversight would also guarantee that
there will be no unlawful forced evictions.
Moreover, any displacement which paves
the way for infrastructure of Mega Sporting
Events is done in accordance with intern
ational human rights norms and takes
into account the right of children to be
heard and their best interest accounted
for. Further, the independent advisory
board will also guarantee that there will
be no arbitrary detentions and/or forcible
removal of any population groups or
individuals deemed undesirable on various
grounds by the authorities. The well-being
of children is also impacted by the forced
removal of their parents or caregivers,
street clearance and other rights violations.
Increased vulnerability of families, along
with other problem situations, increases
the risk of child sexual exploitation. Lastly,
in the interest of transparency and to
better monitor the enforcement of these
assessments, the bid agreement and its
monitoring should be made public.
As shown, the increased risk of child sexual
exploitation due to Mega Sporting Events
is only ”invisible” at first sight. The premise
“you bring the house, and we bring the
party” only works if those organising the
party fully respect and value the hosts. A
global sporting event can only be truly
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successful and legitimate if it does not
harm the local population – including its
children. That is a precondition for sport
to serve as a catalyst and effectively show
its powerful spirit and “force for good”. It

is time leading sports bodies align their
practise to their ideals by putting in place
all measures necessary to mitigate any
preventable harm to children and support
the advancement of their rights.
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