
RUSSIA
FIFA Confederations Cup: “celebration of football” … at our expense.

By Andrei Zavodskoi, trade union activist in Kaluga, activist of the Workers' Platform.

From June 17 to July 2,  the Confede-
rations Cup is taking place in four cities of
Russia, as the traditional dress rehearsal for
the  World  Champion  Cup  (to  be  held  in
Russia). Millions of supporters worldwide
will  have  their  eyes  set  on  the  football
stadiiums of Moscow, St Petersburg, Kazan
and Sotchi.

But  behind  the  façade  of  this  grand
event  lie  scandals  of  diverse  and various
kind: outrageous expenses have been enga-
ged  for  the  building  of  stadiums  using
North Korean labour in near-slavery condi-
tions,  while  wages  for  native  workers  go
unpaid,  not  to  mention  the  drafting  of
repressive laws.

What  is  going  on  around  this  major
sporting event is not the result of bureau-
cratic error or the excess of the organisers.
It  simply  expresses  one  of  the  major
general  political and economic tendencies
of our country. So, let us examine the most
scandalous  and  vile  aspects  of  what
Russian capitalism is calling on us to cele-
brate as “the great celebration of football”
- at our expense.

Robbery and exploitation 
as living standards

The  Krestovsky  Stadium  in  Saint
Petersburg has just opened. It epitomises a
phenomenon in  Russia's  recent  history.  It
took ten years to build, at the cost of one
billion dollars – ah no, sorry, it was only 47
billion roubles (1). Any comment?

One of the most expensive sports facili-
ties in the story of mankind has become a
unique  monument  celebrating  the  crafts-
manship and permissive attitude of Russian
businessmen and bureaucrats. Such munifi-
cent  expenses  for  a  poor  country,  such
oversized expenses in relation to building
standards have produced a sheer monster:
the grass does not grow on the lawn, the
roof leaks  and the  basements  are  already
flooded.

In a region where the man in the street
cannot find places in day-care and schools,
the authorities have passed several billion
dollars-worth  of  contracts  with  firms that
will not comply with the specifications, do
not  pay their  employees'  wages and, as  a
rule, act nonsensically.

One cannot imagine this occurring with-
out the blessing of the municipal as well as
federal  bureaucracy  and  of  the  building
industry tycoons.

This  all  the  more  so  as  the  prime
contractor  was  none  other  than  the
Métrostroï company which belongs to Oleg
Deripaska, a court oligarch, who is the very
embodiment of the tight collusion between
business and State.

It  is  mind-boggling  to  observe  that,
despite such lavishness (even last January
Smolny  (2)  granted  a  further  two  billion
roubles  to  Métrostroï),  Messrs  les  capita-
lists  have  been  setting  records  in  the
exploitation of workers.

In  2011  and  2016,  workers  downed
tools  on  the  building  site  because  their
wages  had  not  been  paid  for  several
months! The most shameful situation was
that of workers imported from North Korea
to work on the site. They worked in such
inhuman conditions that even the FIFA (the
International Federation of Footfall) had to
recognise the fact.

The North Korean workers were housed
in containers, they worked from 7 a.m. to
midnight, seven days a week with no day
off. The worst happened when one worker
died  of  a  heart  attack  in  one  of  those
containers.  He  was  not  the  only  case  of
workers who lost their lives on one of the
stadium building sites: others occurred, for
instance in Nijni-Novgorod. 

…/...

(1) Meaning  800  million  dollars,  according  to  the
rouble's present value.
(2) The Smolny institute, headquarters of the Revo-
lutionary Military Committee of Petrograd in 1917,
today  houses  the  headquarters  of  the  governor  of
Saint Petersburg.



Unfortunately,  such  facts  are  no
novelty  in  the  situation  of  Russia
today. It is common knowledge that,
on building sites,  workers,  whether
immigrants  or  Russians,  are
employed  in  near-slavery  condi-
tions. From this point of view, what
happens on the “building venture of
the  century”  - the  Krestovky
Stadium or the Kertch Straits Bridge
(3) –  is  no  different  from  what
happens on lesser sites.

The  only  thing  that  is  obvious
about those gigantic sites is the total
cynicism of those who refuse decent
wages  and  correct  working  condi-
tions  whilst  they  are  being  given
stratospheric  amounts  of  money  to
achieve the building.

It  is  to  be  noted  that  wildcat
strikes  for  unpaid  wages  occurred
several  times  on  other  sites  where
stadiums for the 2018 World Cup are
being built, for instance in Moscow
and Rostov on the Don.

The Constitution is 
placed out of bounds.

Great  sporting  events  have
always afforded a good opportunity
for authorities to request citizens to
tighten  their  belts  some  more,  and
also  to  make  the  political  regime
ever more stringent.

And  the  Constitution,  which
formally guarantees a certain num-
ber  of  our  rights,  is  here  out  of
bounds.  We  are  talking  about  the
president's  ukaze taken  last  May,
which restricts the rights of citizens
living or residing on the territory of
the  four  cities  concerned  by  the
football  tournament.  Freedom  of
speech is particularly targeted.

Today, if you wish to organise a
march against the planned “renova-
tion”  of  council  housing  (4)  in
Moscow or a protest against corrup-
tion in Kazan, you may face many
serious problems. For any request to
organise  a  march,  it  is  now  the
MVD or the FSB (5) which decides.
No need to be a soothsayer to ima-
gine  the  answer  of  the  siloviki (6)

The law was already applied at the
time of the Sotchi winter Olympics
in 2014. This year, the situation may
be all the more strained because of
the massive protests against corrup-
tion.

The law will be enforced also in
2018 when the matches of the World
Cup  take  place  in  eleven  cities  of
Russia, a few months after Putin is
elected president.

Who benefits and what 
can we gain from it?

The  ideological  importance  of
these sporting events should not be
underestimated. The Football World
Championship  and  other  similar
international  sporting  events  have
always been important for authorita-
rian regimes: to show the rest of the
world  that  they  are  strong,  and  to
take  the  attention  of  millions  of
citizens away from their sorry mate-
rial situation that leaves no hope for
improvement.

Of course they come with a few
sweeteners: public subsidies are al-
lotted to the different clans, various
corruption  patterns  and  compensa-
tions... 

But, what are we left with, except
watching the matches on TV?

The economic crisis has become
a  worldwide  reality.  “Social  popu-
lism” stirred by the regime will not
outlive the coming elections. On the
menu: pushing back retirement age,
freezing  the  pegging  of wages  and
pensions of the state sector workers
and promoting a new “management
model” that “the pundits of market
economy” expatiated on during the
recent  Saint-Petersburg  economic
forum.

In such conditions, it is clear that
all  these  imposing  ceremonies
around  football  have  no  other
purpose  than  to  deceive  the  popu-
lation.  Such  manipulative  mecha-
nisms are unavoidable so long as a
politico-economic system prevails in
which the priority is private owner-
ship by “the world's grandees” at the

expense the needs of the numerous
labouring masses. 

The fate of capitalism in Russia
largely  depends  on  the  answer  to
this  question:  how  long  will  the
“silent majority” accept to watch the
“celebration” of interests which are
not theirs - a “celebration” that takes
place at our expense.

This article was first published in 
Vestnik Bouri

(3) Planned  bridge  between  Crimea  and
the  Krai  of  Kranodar  (Russia)  after  the
annexation of Crimea to Russia in 2014.
(4) A plan  to  “renovate”  soviet  council
housing,  i.e.  actually  to  demolish  that
public housing, is under way in the region
of  Moscow and  causes  a  lot  of  mobili-
sation among the people.
(5) MVD:  Ministry  of  domestic  affairs,
FSB  (former  KGB):  Federal  Security
Services.
(6) Siloviki :  the  members  of  security
forces and secret police.

2013: the Duma
empowers the FIFA and its partners
not to comply with the Labour Code.

On October 11 2013, in a joint
declaration,  the  two  major  trade
union  federations  of  Russia,  the
KTR (The Federation of Labour of
Russia) and the FNPR – the former
official union –Ed.N, (The Federa-
tion  of  the  Independent  Trade
Unions of Russia) voiced their disa-
greement against the special dispen-
sation  from  the  Labour  Code
granted  to  the  building  sites  wor-
king towards the football world cup
in  2018.  They  denounced  this
departure  from the  law because  it
will deprive tens of thousand Rus-
sian and immigrant workers (mostly
from  Central  Asia,  Belarus  and
Ukraine)  of  a  large  part  of  their
rights.  The  law  was  voted  in  the
summer of 2013 by the Duma (the
Parliament of Russia) and should be
enforced  till  the  end  of  2018.  It
empowers the FIFA and its partners,
foreign as well as Russian compa-
nies, not to comply with the Labour
Code.




