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1. Introduction

As lockdowns were imposed across Europe as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, the sporting
world was thrown into disarray as competitive sport was suspended and significant
restrictions were placed on the ability of athletes to train and compete. Given the potentially
ruinous consequences of an indefinite suspension, national governments nonetheless soon
realised that provision needed to be made for the safe return to professional sport.

This commonly entailed the imposition of certain particular requirements to which sporting
organisations and participants were compelled to adhere in order for training and
competition within their sport to resume. However, the approach taken by sporting
organisations as to (i) what protocols should be put in place in order to comply with the
obligations imposed at a government level and (ii) the sanctions available for breach of
protocol by participants, varied from country to country and from sport to sport. This article
analyses a number of specific examples of the approaches taken by a number of sports in
England and Italy both to Covid-19 protocols and to sanctions in the event of breach of
protocol by participants.

2. England
A. Overview

In mid-March 2020, the UK government began to impose gradual restrictions in order to
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combat the COVID-19 pandemic, which culminated in a national lockdown on 23 March.
The consequence for sport was that all forms of professional competition and team training
were suspended indefinitely and individuals were permitted one form of outdoor exercise
per day. However, as the number of daily infections gradually began to decrease in late April
and early May, sporting governing bodies worked closely with the government in order to
achieve a safe return to training and competition.

On 13 May 2020, the government published specific guidance on the phased return of elite
sport3, which has been amended and updated on a number of subsequent occasions. The
guidance comprises a five-stage plan, with stages 1 and 2 addressing specific measures
relating to training, stage 3 establishing a framework for domestic competition, stage 4
guidance on cross-border competition and stage 5 making provision for the safe return of
spectators. Whilst the guidance affords sporting governing bodies a degree of flexibility as
to the conditions for return, certain specified minimum conditions are required including
(but not limited to) the development of a COVID-19 risk assessment and mitigation plan,
which includes a code of behaviour and details of the sanctions in place for breaches of
protocol4.

Since mid-May, as elite sport has been gradually re-introduced in England, a variety of
protocols have been implemented across different sports with a view to ensuring safe
competition. On several occasions, these protocols have been breached by players and/or
members of staff with the result that disciplinary procedures have led to the imposition of
sanctions. We note below two specific examples of the approaches taken by different sports
both in relation to the safety protocols in place and to the severity of the sanctions for
breaches. What is apparent from these examples is the latitude that has been given to
particular sports to take responsibility for their own rules in seeking to ensure compliance
with government guidance whilst ensuring that professional sport remains workable during
the pandemic.

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-phased-return-of-sport-and-
recreation
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-phased-return-of-sport-and-

recreation/elite-sport-return-to-domestic-competition-guidance
and https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-guidance-on-phased-return-of-sport-and-
recreation/elite-sport-return-to-cross-border-competition-guidance
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B. Cricket

One of the first sports to return to professional competition in England was cricket. In July,
a three-match international series between England and the West Indies was scheduled to
take place. In order to ensure that the fixtures could take place, the England and Wales
Cricket Board prepared a “bio-secure bubble” for players, support staff and a limited number
of members of the media. Individuals within the “bubble” were effectively cut off from the
rest of the world and were tested at regular intervals to reduce the risk of coronavirus
spreading as a result of the series. The first match was held in Southampton and the second
match in Manchester. England players were required, under the protocol, to travel in
separate cars and only stop-off at approved points on the journey. However, it later
transpired that, during that journey, Jofra Archer, one of England’s youngest and most
talented players, had used the travel day to make a detour to his flat and spend several hours
with a friend.

A disciplinary hearing was held shortly thereafter, following which Archer was removed
from the England team for the second match, fined approximately £28,000 and issued with
an official warning. The chair of the hearing noted that Archer’s actions had potentially
“disastrous”s consequences, but also noted the highly unusual circumstances, which had led
to a young man being cut off from family and friends for a substantial period of time.

C. Rugby League

A very different approach has been in relation to rugby league. Unlike international cricket,
there was no requirement for players and staff to be isolated in a “bio-secure bubble”. The
official page of the competition notes its position that players have already been asked to
“make enormous sacrifices to complete the 2020 season — sacrifices which go beyond the
laws and government guidance that most people are subject to”¢. Measures imposed
included maintaining biosecurity at training venues and stadia as well as requiring players
to complete both a medical questionnaire and screening protocol before attending training.
However, players were not required to be isolated from the rest of the world and spend

5 https://www.standard.co.uk/sport/cricket/jofra-archer-biosecurity-breach-england-ecb-disciplinary-hearing-

a4500771.html
6 https://www.rugby-league.com/covid 19 coronavirus fags
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months at a time in hotel rooms without contact with the outside world.

Similarly, sanctions for breaches of specific Covid-19 protocols have been less severe than
other sports. In July, three players breached protocols on three separate occasions with the
result that each was given an automatic 14-day suspension commencing on the date of the
transgression”. The justification for the 14-day sanction is said to be that it is “consistent
with the self-isolation period required following close contact with a person who had tested
positive for Covid-19”. Whilst there may be a neat logic to this principle, critics may point to
the fact that, if players breach protocols and thereby increase the risk of infecting other
participants, this may have significant consequences in the sport (such as the cancellation
of fixtures) and these risks are not reflected by a standard 14-day suspension. It is also
noteworthy that the National Rugby League (the Australian equivalent of the English
competition) imposed much harsher sanctions on two players who breached Covid-19
protocols, with each being fined AUS $ 50,000 (with 60% suspended for 12 months)8, and
there were calls for the NRL judiciary to make an example out of those players in order to
act as a deterrent for any other players who may be considering breaching protocols.

3. Italy

A. Overview

As a consequence of the COVID-19 emergency, in Italy all sporting events and competitions
were suspended from March to April 2020. Since May 2020, in light of the decrease in the
infection following the application of the overall measures to tackle with the epidemic, the
training sessions for athletes, among others, resumed in compliance with the social
distancing measures and related safety measures. Since June 2020, upon certain conditions,
the resumption of sporting events and competitions which are considered as being of
national interest has been - and is currently - allowed.

In these circumstances, and following specific guidelines of the Italian Presidency of the
Council of Ministers- Sports Office, adopted at the same time as the progressive resumption

7 https://www.rugby-league.com/article/57028/compliance-action-against-players-breaching-covid-protocols
8 https://www.nrl.com/news/2020/07/24/decision-on-appeals-brought-by-latrell-mitchell--josh-addo-carr/
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of the sporting activities9, all Federations and other relevant sports bodies have been
required to put in place enforcement protocols providing detailed rules to protect the health
of the athletes as well as of any other person involved in the sports activity or evento.

B. Protocols and related rules in the football field

Focussing particularly on the football field, since May 2020 the Italian Football Federation
(“FIGC”) has adopted a number of protocols which have been approved by the competent
health and governmental authorities and which cover all the relevant types of football in
connection with training and competitions (professional, youth and amateur, Paralympic,
women’s football, etc.)!:.

These protocols vary according to the type of football. In general, they do not require for
players and clubs’ staff to be isolated in bio-secure bubbles. Stricter rules have in particular
been implemented in professional football considering professional clubs can afford higher
expenses to address the risk of the contagion: for instance, all players and team personnel
are required to take molecular tests 48 hours before each match and serology tests every 14
days!2. In case of contagion of team members the tests must be made in a shorter timeframe.
Amateur clubs are currently not compelled to ask players to take serology tests, whereas
under the last protocol of 2 December 2020 they have been obliged to ask players to take

molecular tests 48/72 hours before each match (previously only a self -certification by the
team member was required).

In order to incentivize the compliance with the protocols, FIGC also provided for a set of
specific sanctions in case of violation of protocols by professional clubs for the 2019/2020
season (once it resumed)!3 and for the full 2020/2021 season in case of violation by

9See in particular the Guidelines for training in individual sports of 3 May 2020, the Guidelines for training in team sports
of 18 May 2020 and the Guidelines for grassroots sport and general physical activity of 19 May 2020 (the latter, updated
by the enforcing Protocol of 22 October 2020).

10 The Italian National Olympic Committee (“CONI”) and the Italian Paralympic Committee (“CIP”) have collected all the
protocols progressively adopted by the respective Federations and sports bodies, respectively here and here.

11 All the protocols adopted by the FIGC are available here.

12 past protocols imposed to make molecular tests every 4 days, which resulted in very substantial costs even from the
perspective of professional clubs which therefore asked for and obtained the revision of such measure.

13 See in particular the Official Statement No. 210/A of 8 June 2020.
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professional clubs and women’s clubs participating to the Serie A league!4. Amateur clubs,
therefore, are subject to sanctions provided for under general rules in case of violations of
protocols.

The special sanctions enacted by FIGC are to be applied according to the specific case
contemplated by the latter, particularly:

1. violation of the protocols resulting in the (mere) risk to the health of players, staff,
referees and authorised personnel exposed to the COVID-19 contagion. The sanctions
vary from financial penalties, financial penalties with warning to deduction of one or
more points in the league table. The decision on the sanction is made on a risk-
sensitive basis;

2. violation of the protocols resulting in the COVID-19 positivity of a club member. The
sanction is the relegation to the last place in the league table and consequent fall to
the lower league;

3. if it found that the violation of the protocols has been made “with the aim of altering
the performance or result of a match or a sports competition, or ensuring an
advantage in the table for anyone, or in any case affecting the outcome of the
relevant league” the sanction is the exclusion from the relevant league or competition
and the relegation to one of the lower leagues upon decision of the FIGC.

It is worth mentioning that clubs are liable for the violation of protocols by theirs managers,
members, being or not shareholders, and, more generally, any other individual involved in
the operation of the club or who carries out any activity within or in the interest of the club
to the extent that such individual has contributed in any matter to the violation of the
protocols. Needless to say that the liability of the clubs does not exclude that of the
individuals who have contributed to the violation.

C. Most relevant cases of violation of protocols in the football field

From the enactment of the above set of sanctions, the relevant FIGC bodies of justice have

14 See in particular the Official Statement No. 78/A of 1 September2020.
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adjudicated various cases of non-compliance with COVID-19 protocols, both for professional
and amateur football.

Until now the sanctions applied have consisted only of financial penalties as it has never
been found that the violation of the protocols has led to clubs members being positive to
COVID-19 nor that have been the violation made with unlawful and unsportsmanlike
purposes. By assessing these decisions it is also interesting to note that the protocols are
considered as fully mandatory rules, being essential to allow the resumption of the
professional football activity. Liability for failure to comply with the protocols applies to
club’s legal representatives also in case of delegation of the relevant tasks to other
individuals. No exemption from sanctions has therefore been granted in case of objective
violation. Conversely if the club has complied with the protocols no sanction can be issued
even if the club has fielded a player testing positive to COVID-19.

We note below the most relevant decisions issued until now:

- FIGC Appeal Court decision No. 027/2020-2021 of 13 October 2020
Case: during a Serie A match one club’s members who were not playing on the pitch did

not comply with applicable distancing measures as they did not sit at least one chair away
from each other and other members did not seat in the stadium grandstand as required.
Decision: financial penalty of Euro 7,000 towards the club; 30-day suspension of the
club’s legal representative; 20-day- suspension of the chief medical officer.

Reasoning: the provisions of the protocol are “mandatory and not negotiable”, they are
the “condition lacking which it is not possible to carry out sports events”. The
identification of the most appropriate measures to avoid COVID-19 spread has been
attributed to the federal bodies without the clubs being free to discretionarily assess what
measures they can comply with or not. It is irrelevant that the club members were tested
negative to COVID-19 before the match and that they wore the mask as this does not
exclude the COVID-19 spreading. The compliance with the protocols is “essential to the
validity of the match”. The sanctions applied have a warning and accountability function.

- FICG National Tribunal — Disciplinary Chamber decision No. 42/ TFN-SD
2020/2021 of 11 November 2020

Case: a club belonging to the Serie C (third-highest football Italian division) was found
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to broadly violate the applicable protocols by failing to make COVID-19 tests on the club’s
members when due, to ensure the necessary ventilation in the showers placed in the
changing rooms, to make the club’s personnel use personal protective equipment, etc.
Decision: financial penalty of Euro 6,000 towards the club; financial penalties from Euro
1,300 to Euro 4,000 towards the legal representatives and the chief medical officer;
Reasoning: the liability of the legal representative applies also in case of effective
delegation of tasks also concerning the health and safety protection of the workers. The
officer, who is legal representative, has a duty of care under sports and national
regulations. As the club was in financial troubles when violating the protocols, the
sanctions could be reduced.

- FIGC Calabrian Sports Territorial Judge decision under Amateur National

League’s Official Statement No. 45 of 22 October 2020

Case: Despite being COVID-19 positive, a club’s player took part in a match. The other
club filed a complaint seeking a 3-0 defeat of the club fielding the player who had
contracted the virus

Decision: no sanction towards the club; request of further investigations towards the
player

Reasoning: in compliance with the applicable protocol, before the match the club
obtained a self -certification from the player declaring that he had not have contacts with
people at risk. In addition the player failed to declare to the club that he took the COVID-
19 test as he was part of a chain of infections involving a specific territorial area. Only
after the match was the club informed of the positive test of the player and of the
quarantine measures adopted in that territorial area. The club was therefore unaware of
the player’s positive test and had fully complied with the applicable protocol.

4. Conclusions

From the above analysis relating to England and Italy, it is clear that both Countries felt the
need to implement specific protocols in order to allow the return to sporting training and
competitions after the gradual decrease in the COVID-19 contagions.

In particular, both in England and in Italy the approach has been similar in providing at
governmental level the identification of the principles and common rules which form the
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basis of the protocols and then entrusting each sporting governing body with the task of
implementing specific measures to protect the health of players and people involved in
training and competition in the relevant sport.

This has necessarily resulted in enforcement measures - and related sanctions in case of
breach — which are not fully aligned across various sports (and even within the same sport
according to the reference type and category) as there have been sporting governing bodies
that have taken a more severe approach (see for instance cricket in England and football in
Italy) and others that, taking into account the totally extraordinary situation and related
sacrifices borne by the athletes as a result of the COVID-19 emergency, have adopted a less
strict approach (for instance rugby league in England, albeit in contrast with the approach
followed for the rugby itself in Australia).

Despite the differences, it is noteworthy that violation of COVID-19 protocols has been and
is sanctioned in each sport even under special penalties set forth to secure the compliance
with the protocols.

This seems to be due to the fact that COVID-19 protocols are meant to be the most
appropriate way to allow participants to practise sport in a risk-free environment or, at least,
to minimize the risk of COVID-19 transmission as far as possible, which explains why
protocols have been commonly intended as mandatory rules of law.

How to quote this article

Y. Fera and P. Stewart, Violations of COVID-19 protocols in sport: a comparative
analysis between England and Italy, Dirittosportivo.com.

Rivista telematica di diritto sportivo || Direttore responsabile: Dott. Francesco Casarola
ISSN: 2723-9268 || redazione@dirittosportivo.com

9



