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Who Governs European Football?
The Political Economy of the Super League

                             SummaryThe 2021 European Super League (ESL) proposal highlighted a conflict between the interests of richer clubs in
control over commercial revenues and UEFA's regulatory power over European competitions. In December 2023,
the CJEU found that the previous authorization rules of FIFA and UEFA had failed to satisfy requirements of EU
competition law; the CJEU did not approve the ESL per se (Court of Justice of the European Union [CJEU], 2023).
Following an agreement of principle reached in February 2026 between Real Madrid, UEFA and European
Football Clubs, it was said that the project was finally discontinued (Ames, 2026). However, the underlying
political-economic issues persist: Who controls access to football markets, who receives broadcasting
revenues, and who governs football? The EU needs to aim for contestable competition governance, more
equitable revenue distribution and effective fans' representation.


KEY POINTS

1. The ESL issue is an issue of market power because large clubs and football organizations both have market
power with respect to the availability of competition, media deals and revenue.

2. The 2023 CJEU decision mandates a clear and proportionate authorization process; it does not create a
right to create any particular breakaway league.

3. Sustainable reform should combine oversight, competitive balance tools and stakeholder engagement instead
of prohibition of new leagues.
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  Why this is political economy

Football is an economic market that exists within the public sector and within communities. Large clubs want to
earn revenue through broadcasting andsponsorship; UEFA also controls


Super League and concentration of economic power
The ESL was launched by twelve major teams in April 2021. Opposition from the fans and withdrawals of
the clubs rapidly jeopardized the project. The privileged access offered in the plan caused fears that the existing
clubs would protect their economic income from the risks of sport. Nonetheless, the current system is not
necessarily competitive: there is evidence that football in Europe has been becoming more concentrated,
and economic literature shows that different leagues can enhance competitiveness in certain aspects while
reducing sport traditions (Beck et al., 2023).    
 Competition law: neither monopoly nor automatic approval
  In case C-333/21, the CJEU determined that football associations operating as regulators together with their commercial
operations are obligated to have objective criteria which should be used when authorizing rival competitions (CJEU,
2023). Although this ruling has contested gatekeeping discretion, it did not obligate UEFA to approve the ESL. Such
distinction is essential since protection against all competition may secure market dominance of UEFA, whereas elite
clubs' unrestricted authority may cause inequality.

Policy Recommendations
1. Set up independently reviewed authorization criteria. The UEFA and national associations must specify the criteria,
timetable, justification of the decision, and an appeal procedure. The EU competition bodies should control the
application of Articles 101 and 102 TFEU. independently reviewed authorization criteria. The UEFA and national associations must specify the criteria,
timetable, justification of the decision, and an appeal procedure. The EU competition bodies should control the
application of Articles 101 and 102 TFEU.


2. Re-shape the distribution of income from European competitions. UEFA should announce a formula that is
transparent for solidarity and that progressively raises funds for small clubs, their youth academies and domestic
leagues.
3. Secure fans’ participation in decision making processes. Significant changes in European competitions format
require consultation with fans’ representatives and with players and domestic leagues.
  
Implementation and accountability
The European Commission should coordinate a review from 2027 to 2029 with UEFA, national leagues,
associations of clubs, players’ trade unions and supporters’ groups. Within one year, the regulators should conduct
a competition-authorisation audit and set up an appeal mechanism. Then UEFA will need to report annually on
the distribution of competition revenues, qualification mobility and fan involvement. The Commission should
evaluate the effectiveness of the self-regulation prior to any other EU legislation.
Proposed indicators
-Distribution of European competition revenues outside the participating elite clubs and changes in revenue
gaps in domestic leagues;
-Number of applications to organize new competitions, their processing duration and outcome of appeals;
-Qualification diversity, repeat participation and competitive balance changes during seasons;
-Proportion of major governance decisions made with public consultation of the supporters and players.

Conclusion
The debate on the European Super League went beyond the issue of being traditional versus innovative. The debate
was an indication of competition over access to markets, the power of private business enterprises, and the public utility of
football. Although the initial breakaway project had collapsed by 2026, the lessons learned from the debate are still
important. The EU needs to safeguard the right to compete as well as access to the sporting ladder through sound
regulation and governance.
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