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Football is hugely popular across the Middle East. Its
popularity has led some to invest in football clubs. When one considers the wide range of agreements
between clubs, players, coaches and sponsors, the potential for disputes is clear. Satisfactory resolution of
such disputes is not always easily attainable, considering the specialist nature of sports law and general
scarcity of specialist in the field. Bespoke judicial bodies and arbitration centres have recently been
established in response.

In 2015, the Saudi Arabian Olympic Committee (SAOC) approved the establishment the Saudi Sport
Arbitration Centre (SSAC). Specifically, the Generally Assembly of the SAOC approved its Board of
Directors’ decision to authorize the SAOC President to take all necessary actions to establish the SSAC. The
SSAC aims to contribute to the general development of the sports sector and the resolution of sport
related disputes. As a result, sports law in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the resolution of sports
related disputes, has seen significant development. There is no doubt that SSAC has contributed to the
preservation of the rights of parties, and the broader development of the sports sector in the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia.

This article considers two significant regulatory regimes in the field of sports law in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia – the Statute of the Saudi Sport Arbitration Centre (SSAC Statute) and the Rules and Procedures of
the Centre of Arbitration for Sport (Rules & Procedures). Further, the author considers various divisions of
sports arbitration with both the ordinary and the appeal arbitration procedures of the SSAC.

 

Saudi Sport Arbitration Centre

Established in 2016, the SSAC is located in Riyadh, the nation’s capital. The SSAC is the highest judicial
body for sports-related disputes in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, specialising in the hearing of any sports-
related dispute by arbitration or mediation.
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The legal basis of the SSAC is the SSAC Statute, its procedural rules, and any resolution issued by the
SSAC’s Board of Directors. Further, the SSAC was established in line with the Olympic Charter, the statutes
of International Federations, the Code of the Court of Arbitration for Sports, and the Arbitration Law of the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This has led to a strong, and familiar, legal basis for its effective operation.

The SSAC is composed of five members: one appointed by the SAOC, that individual is the President of the
SSAC; one appointed by the Athletes’ Committee of the SAOC; one appointed by the Saudi Arabia Football
Federation (SAFF); and two appointed by the General Assembly of the SAOC.

The SSAC does not deal with appeals arising from violations of laws of the game, criminal cases arising
from sports disputes, or sports disputes that have not exhausted the internal roads via the competent
judicial bodies. Final decisions may be appealed to the SSAC within 21 days of notification.

 

SSAC Procedures

The SSAC Statute and the Rules & Procedures are a set of procedural rules that govern SSAC procedures.
The SSAC provides for three types of procedure:

Ordinary Arbitration – in which the parties have agreed to refer a sports dispute to the SSAC in●

accordance with an arbitration clause in a contract, or in cases where both parties agree to refer the
dispute to arbitration after the dispute has arisen.
Appeal Arbitration – in which a party has filed an appeal against a decision issued by a national●

association such as SAFF, or a judicial body related to sport, where the statutes or regulations provide an
appeal before the SSAC.
Mediation – in which each party has agreed to refer a dispute that has arisen, or a potential dispute that●

may arise, to an SSAC mediator.

 

SSAC Jurisdiction

The SSAC has jurisdiction to hear any dispute related to sport. Many types of disputes can be referred to
the SSAC, including; disputes arising between the SAOC, associations, clubs, members of the boards,
members of the general assembly, players, referees, coaches, intermediaries, registered media
representatives, organizers of sports events, sponsoring companies, TV transmission channels, disputes
relating to sports doping, contractual disputes (provided the arbitration clause refers the dispute to the
SSAC), and any international sports dispute (such as may occur in connection with a foreign player or
coach) in which the parties have agreed to resort to the SSAC. The SSAC accordingly enjoys wide
jurisdiction to hear any dispute related to sports in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. This stands to generally
contribute to the development of sports law in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

 

Arbitration Divisions

According to Article 24 of the SSAC Statute, the SSAC shall conduct the arbitration in sports-related
disputes through the following arbitration divisions:

Ordinary Arbitration Division, which shall carry out its tasks in accordance with the following powers: to●

resolve sports-related disputes that may arise out of contracts containing an arbitration clause that
refers any dispute to the SSAC, or out of any subsequent agreement allowing the referral of disputes to
the SSAC and to resolve sports disputes that may arise between the parties to any sports matter
(athletes, players, intermediaries, sponsors, administrative staff, technical staff, medical staff, sports



clubs, sports federations and Olympic committees), provided that such disputes are not subject to appeal
before the SSAC.
Appeals Arbitration Division, which shall carry out its tasks in accordance with the following powers: to●

decide on all appeals against final decisions issued by the sports bodies after exhausting all internal legal
procedures, except for football decisions, to decide on objections filed against internal decisions issued
by the sports bodies, which do not have protest proceedings provided for in their statutes or regulations.
Football Dispute Arbitration Division, which has the competence to decide on all appeals against the●

decisions issued by the SAFF and its committees after exhausting all its internal legal procedures, in
accordance with the SAFF Rules and Regulations.
Special Dispute Division, that may be established by the SSAC to resolve all sports-related disputes●

referred by the General Sport Authority (GSA).
Mediation Division, which has the competence to mediate between and assist the concerned parties to●

reach settlement agreements in contractual disputes.

The SSAC is composed of the five divisions described above plus newly created divisions, which are the
Special Dispute Division and the Football Dispute Arbitration Division. It is to be inferred that the SSAC
created a new division for the sport of football because it is the most popular sport in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia and it is accordingly anticipated that most disputes will football related.

 

Applicable law and Arbitration Language

In the ordinary, appeals or football arbitration divisions, the arbitration panel must follow all of the
regulations and rules of the sports body whose decision is appealed against as a means of fulfilling the
principles of justice, equity and the Olympic Charter. In the event that no relevant provision is stated in
those regulations, then reference may be made to the statutes or regulations of the respective
International Federations (IFs) according to each individual case, however, the parties may, in the ordinary
arbitration, choose the law applicable to the dispute. It can be seen that the SSAC shall apply national laws
and regulations, although the international regulations can also be applied in cases where there is no
relevant provision to be found in the national laws and regulations. This situation helps the arbitrators to
issue decisions in line with decisions at the international level.

The Arabic language shall prevail as the language before the SSAC. However, English, or any other
language, may be used before SSAC with a certified Arabic translation, upon the approval by the
Arbitration Panel.

 



Arbitration Expenses and Fees

The Party requesting arbitration will be liable to pay the arbitration fees upon submitting the case to the
SSAC. In case the Claimant requests an expedited procedure, then that party shall pay the applicable fees
for an expedited procedure as prescribed. All fees are non-refundable. Furthermore, the party requesting
arbitration shall pay the tribunal’s administrative expenses, while the losing party bears all such expenses
unless an arbitral award states that the parties shall cover the expenses equally. One important rule is that
the final arbitral award shall be delivered to the parties only after all the arbitrators’ costs and fees have
been paid in full. Evidently, the SSAC has strong conditions in relation to fees and protects the rights of its
arbitrators.

 

Notifications and Communications

All notifications, reports and communications shall be made through and by the SSAC General Secretariat.
In addition, all correspondence must be made in PDF format and sent to an SSAC approved e-mail address
which shall be the only legal way for the SSAC to send/receive correspondence. Moreover, notifications,
correspondence and communications served to the parties to the arbitration or their representatives must
be made through the e-mail address previously specified by them or any other address determined in
writing at a later stage or through an online filing platform. In case the notifications and communications
cannot be delivered by email then they can be delivered by mail or by facsimile. Notifications and
correspondence served on the parties to the arbitration shall be considered legally received if they are
sent to the addressees at their SSAC-approved e-mail addresses.

 

Legal Nature of SSAC Awards

Arbitration awards issued by the SSAC are final and may not be appealed before any other tribunal,
whether inside or outside the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, unless otherwise stated in the SSAC Statute. In
sports disputes in which a foreigner is a party, awards may be appealed before the International Sports
Federations (IFs) or the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS), if the relevant statute of an IF states that an
appeal shall be made before such judicial body. In case the contract states that the arbitration is within the
jurisdiction of the SSAC, then the SSAC award shall be final and non-appealable before any other authority.

 

Conclusion

The SSAC represents a significant development in sports law, not only in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia but
also in the Middle East. Litigants may be represented by any licensed lawyer. To date 24 specialist Saudi
and Arab arbitrators have been appointed to the panel of the SSAC. Eight international arbitrators, from
the list of the CAS, have been appointed to SSAC arbitral panels, demonstrating international confidence.
Its wide jurisdiction, and the range of its specialized divisions, will ensure that sports disputes are resolved
with high standards of efficiency and in accordance with the best international sports law dispute
resolution standards.
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