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Unclean Hands: Golf, Saudi Arabia, and Curing the Scourge of Sportswashing
By Regan Metzger

Around 1:15 in the afternoon on October 2, 2018, Saudi-born journalist Jamal
Khashoggi entered the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul.® He was trying to obtain a marriage
license.? Within minutes he was dead.? His body hacked into pieces, beheaded, and his
fingers severed, they carried his remains out of the Consulate in trash bags.* Saudi Arabia’s
de facto leader, Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman, had approved the operation.’

On April 23, 2019, Saudi Arabia’s government executed thirty-seven men around the
country following unfair trials.® It was the largest mass execution in Saudi Arabia since
2016, when it executed forty-seven men.”
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In February 2015, the Saudi government ﬂogged Raif Badawi after he received a
sentence of 1,000 lashes and 10 years in prison.® His crime was founding an online forum

for political debate and insulting Islam.’

The list could go on.'® And on." And on."”

In 2022, Freedom House gave Saudi Arabia a Freedom in the World score of 7/100
for the fifth straight year.” It remains one of the least free countries on the planet.'*
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In 2021, LIV Golf Investments hired Greg Norman as its CEO." They embarked on
a journey to challenge the PGA Tour as the reigning worldwide professional golf tour.'® The
Public Investment Fund of Saudi Arabia (PIF) that bankrolls LIV Golf is among the world's
largest and most secretive sovereign wealth funds.!” LIV Golf has now signed many of the
world’s top golfers and become a major player in the international golf scene.'®

A story like this is not new. Human rights abusers have long used sports to launder
their reputations-- from at least 1936, when Nazi Germany hosted the Olympics, to the
present day.'” In recent years state financing of sport has driven sportswashing, with Saudi
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Arabia racking up a b111 of over $1. 5 billion for sportswashlng 20 They have targeted most
major global sporting events.?! Golf is among their most recent and successful examples.?*

Glaring holes in human rights law become clear in the realm of sportswashing.
Through sportswashing, states and corporations are not necessarily violating human rights
law.?® By snatching up some of the biggest stars in golf with Saudi Arabia’s money, LIV Golf
is not perpetrating a single human rights abuse. But it is doing tremendous work to hide
the blood stains on Saudi Arabia’s hands from the global public.?* This allows Saudi Arabia
to create a sheen of moderation over a core of state abuse.”

LIV Golf must bear some moral culpability for this, but do they face any
international legal consequences? It is unclear.?® The United Nations Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights are the closest the international realm comes to dictating
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businesses' human rlghts obhgatlons These are, however, merely advisory guidelines,
and do not constitute binding international law.?® Continued sportswashing worldwide

exposes the need to codify the Guiding Principles into law.

Under the Guiding Principles, LIV Golf must “respect human rights” by not “causing
or contributing to adverse human rights impacts through their own activities.”* These
impacts may occur “as a result of their business relationships with other parties.”®® Saudi
reputation laundering creates leeway for further human rights abuses with less pushback
from the international sphere.®® LIV Golf’s actions contravene their duties under the
Guiding Principles.

The United States should not obstruct corporate attempts at fulfilling Guiding
Principles obligations. The PGA Tour has suspended golfers who have gone to play on the
LIV Golf Tour.* For their troubles, the PGA Tour is now facing an anti-trust investigation
from the U.S. Department of Justice.?® As the premier golf tour, the PGA Tour inhibits the
ability of LIV Golf to continue laundering Saudi Arabia’s reputation. If the PGA Tour can
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maintain its status by sanctioning players who attempt to leave the Tour for LIV Golf, it
exercises its responsibility to “prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts that are
directly linked to their . . . business relations.”® The U.S. government should not stand in
their way. In doing so the United States runs afoul of a state’s obligation to ensure laws and
policies governing corporations “do not constrain but enable business respect for human
rights.”

Sportswashing isn’t going away. International law needs to rise to the occasion. If it
will not, business should. And states should not stand in their way.
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