
 
  
 

 
 
 

  

Power without brakes 

 An evaluation of FIA governance and the road to reform 

 

Dr. Arnout Geeraert  
 
Utrecht School of Governance 
Utrecht University 
a.n.p.geeraert@uu.nl  

 October 2025  



 
  
 

 

2 USG consultancy 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
Introduction 6 

 

Methodology 9 
 

Background: FIA’s basic structure 16 
 

Results - Overview 18 
Results - Transparency 20 
Results – Democracy 28 
Results – Internal accountability and control 36 
Results – Societal responsibility 48 

 

Beyond the indicators - The concentration of 
presidential power 53 
Controlled elections 55 
Controlled oversight bodies 58 
Opaque internal procedures 61 
Lack of democratic participation 63 

 

Comparative analysis 64 
Overall position 67 
Transparency 67 
Democracy 68 
Accountability 70 
Societal Responsibility 71 

 

Conclusion 73 

References 75 
 



 
  
 

 

Power without brakes 3 

This report assesses the governance of the FIA using the Sports 
Governance Observer (SGO) benchmark. The analysis combines 
quantitative SGO indicators with qualitative insights. 
 
The FIA’s overall SGO index score is 45%, placing it among federations 
that have adopted the formal trappings of modern governance - such as 
statutes, committees, and ethics rules – but lack robust institutional 
policies and safeguards. The FIA’s governance structurally concentrates 
power in the office of the President and accountability remains confined 
within a system over which the President exercises decisive control. 
 
Transparency (41%) - The FIA publishes statutes, activity reports, and 
financial statements, but does not disclose the agendas or minutes of its 
governing bodies, nor information on remuneration, voting, or conflicts 
of interest. Integrity reporting and compliance assessments are also 
absent. Decision-making thus remains significantly insulated from 
scrutiny. 
 
Democracy (51%) - Elections are regular but lack genuine competition. 
Strict eligibility rules and the presidential list system make it difficult for 
challengers to stand for office. A closed-list system and a Nomination 
Committee that acts as a powerful gatekeeping mechanism make 
leadership continuity almost guaranteed. Stakeholders like drivers lack a 
meaningful voice in decision-making. 
 

Executive summary 
Power without 
brakes 
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Accountability (41%) - The Ethics and Audit Committees are structurally 
dependent on FIA leadership through nomination and reporting 
procedures, with no external review of compliance or risk management. 
Accountability therefore remains confined within a system over which 
the President exercises decisive control. 
 
Societal Responsibility (45%) - The FIA performs relatively well in 
sustainability and road safety, but lacks formal policies on human rights, 
athlete welfare, gender equality, and dual careers. Activity is fragmented, 
without clear objectives, evaluation mechanisms, or stakeholder input. 
 
Beyond the Indicators 
Overlapping memberships between executive and oversight bodies blur 
lines of accountability, election procedures limit competition, oversight 
committees lack autonomy, information flows can be tightly controlled, 
and participatory mechanisms are minimal. These design choices embed 
presidential dominance into the organisation’s very architecture. 
 
Existential risk 
Unless independent oversight, open and competitive elections, 
transparent decision-making, and stakeholder representation are 
introduced, the FIA will remain structurally predisposed to the 
concentration of power, leaving leadership integrity - not institutional 
design – as the organisation’s only line of defence against abuse. History 
across international sport governance shows that such reliance 
invariably fails. 
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Good governance has assumed the status of a mantra in the world of 
sport. A series of governance failures, corruption scandals, and court 
cases enveloping international sport federations have galvanised 
demands for institutional structures and practices that enhance 
transparency, ensure accountability, and safeguard democratic 
legitimacy. Moreover, international sport federations are increasingly 
expected to uphold societal responsibility by aligning with broader social 
norms and values.  
 
The Fédération Internationale de l’Automobile (FIA) has not escaped these 
pressures. In recent years, it has faced mounting scrutiny following a 
wave of high-profile departures and dismissals across its senior 
leadership. Deputy President for Sport Robert Reid resigned in April 
2025, citing a “fundamental breakdown in governance standards” (The 
Guardian, 2025). Chief Executive Officer Natalie Robyn stepped down in 
May 2024 amid reported governance tensions (Motorsport.com, 2024b). 
Audit Committee Chair Bertrand Badré and member Tom Purves were 
dismissed in June 2024 after questioning the creation of the President’s 
Development Fund (The Times, 2024), and Compliance Officer Paolo 
Basarri left his role four months later following similar governance 
conflicts (BBC Sport, 2024). Their exits formed part of a broader exodus 
of experienced personnel - including senior stewards, technical directors, 
and mobility officials - reflecting widespread tensions within the 
organisation (BBC Sport, 2024).  
 
Allegations of interference by FIA President Mohammed Ben Sulayem in 
race outcomes and circuit approvals have further raised concerns about 
integrity and independence in decision-making (Motorsport.com, 2024a). 

Introduction 
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At the structural level, controversial statute changes in 2024–2025 were 
criticised for consolidating presidential power and weakening checks and 
balances (Reuters, 2024b). Prominent stakeholders, including Formula 1 
drivers and former FIA officials, have openly voiced concerns over a lack 
of transparency and an erosion of democratic principles (TalkSport, 
2024; F1i.com, 2025). These developments underscore persistent doubts 
about whether the FIA meets modern standards of good governance. 
 
Answering such questions is more challenging than it seems, as good 
governance is difficult to define and measure - particularly for 
international sport federations, which must reconcile principles derived 
from the corporate, voluntary, and public sectors (Geeraert & Van 
Eekeren, 2022). On one hand, public and sport authorities increasingly 
regard good governance as a panacea: if federations implement it 
properly, risks are minimised and the prospects for legitimacy and 
success maximised. On the other hand, codifications of good governance 
in sport often include broad and vague principles that fail to provide a 
strict benchmark against which governance can be evaluated (Geeraert, 
2019). As a result, debates about reform frequently devolve into 
protracted disputes over the appropriateness of the status quo, rather 
than producing concrete changes. 
 
This report addresses these challenges by evaluating the FIA’s 
governance practices against the Sports Governance Observer (SGO) 
benchmark. Recognised internationally as a best-practice instrument, the 
SGO was developed by the author of this report for the Danish NGO Play 
the Game (Geeraert, 2018).1 It provides a systematic framework rooted in 
academic theory and international best practices to assess international 
sport federations across four key dimensions of good governance: 
transparency, democracy, accountability, and societal responsibility. Each 
dimension is broken down into concrete principles and measurable 
indicators, enabling a structured and comparative evaluation of both 
formal rules and actual practices. By applying this tool, the analysis 

 
1 This report was prepared independently of Play the Game. 
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provides an evidence-based assessment of where the FIA meets or falls 
short of internationally recognised standards, thereby identifying reform 
priorities. 
 
In addition, previous evaluations of international federations allow for 
meaningful comparison of the FIA’s performance with that of other 
governing bodies. While those earlier assessments were conducted in 
2018 and 2019 and may not fully reflect the current status quo, they 
nonetheless provide a valuable benchmark (Geeraert, 2018; Alm, 2019). 
Such comparisons highlight not only where the FIA aligns with sector-
wide trends, but also where its governance structures and practices 
diverge. 
 

The remainder of this report is organised as follows. 
 

• Methodology outlines the analytical framework and methodology 
underpinning the assessment, explaining the principles and 
indicators used in the SGO benchmarking tool. 

• Background - FIA’s basic structure situates the assessment by 
outlining the FIA’s institutional structure 

• Results provide an overview of the FIA’s overall performance, 
summarising results across the four core dimensions of good 
governance: transparency, democracy, accountability, and societal 
responsibility. 

• Beyond the indicators - The concentration of presidential power 
provides a qualitative synthesis of institutional dynamics that span 
across indicators and dimensions, illustrated with recent case 
stories. 

• Comparative analysis engages in comparative benchmarking 
against other international federations to contextualise the FIA’s 
results. 

• Conclusion summarises findings.  
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This report evaluates the governance of the FIA using the Sports 
Governance Observer (SGO) benchmarking instrument (Geeraert, 2018). 
The SGO builds on international best practices and academic insight to 
measure governance across four core dimensions: transparency, 
democracy, accountability, and societal responsibility.  
 
Transparency requires organisations to share clear, timely, and 
accessible information about their strategies, operations, and finances, 
allowing stakeholders to monitor their actions. By reducing information 
gaps, it deters misconduct and strengthens accountability, as actors 
know unethical behaviour is more likely to be detected and sanctioned. 
In doing so, transparency not only exposes wrongdoing but also 
promotes trust and confidence by reducing uncertainty about how 
decisions are made.  
 
Democracy refers to a system of rules that enable competition, 
participation, and deliberation in decision-making. Competitive elections 
ensure that leaders can be held accountable and replaced if they fail to 
act in the interests of their constituents. Participation allows all affected 
stakeholders to have a voice in collective decisions, improving oversight 
and the quality of outcomes. Deliberation ensures fair and open debate, 
promoting transparency, reducing manipulation, and enhancing decision 
quality through diverse perspectives and evidence. Together, these 
elements make governance more inclusive, accountable, and legitimate.  
 
Accountability refers to the obligation of decision-makers to explain and 
justify their actions to entities capable of questioning, judging, and 
sanctioning them. Internally, it depends on two main elements: a clear 

Methodology 
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separation of powers and a robust compliance system. Separating 
executive, judicial, and supervisory functions prevents individuals or 
bodies from exercising unchecked authority and ensures that decisions 
are subject to review. A compliance system reinforces this by defining 
behavioural standards and empowering independent committees - such 
as audit, ethics, or nomination bodies - to monitor and enforce them. 
Together, these mechanisms deter misconduct, limit discretion, and 
ensure that violations have consequences, thereby strengthening 
integrity and trust in governance.  
 
Societal responsibility refers to the commitment of sport federations to 
use their authority to address broader social issues linked to sport. It 
reflects the perception that an organisation’s actions align with shared 
values and serve the public good. By institutionalising societal 
responsibility, federations therefore build trust, enhance their reputation, 
and improve the effectiveness of their policies through greater 
stakeholder support. In today’s public value regime, sport organisations 
are expected to demonstrate that they act in the public interest, not 
solely on behalf of their members. 
 
These four dimensions are operationalised through 57 principles of good 
governance (see Table 1).  

Table 1: The 57 SGO principles of good governance 

     
 Dimension 1: Transparency 

 

[Principle 1] 

The organisation publishes its statutes/ constitution, internal regulations, sports rules, and organisation 

chart on its website. 

[Principle 2] 

The organisation publishes the agenda and minutes of its general assembly meeting on its website. 

[Principle 3] 

The organisation publishes board and standing committee decisions on its website. 

[Principle 4] 

The organisation publishes information about its board members on its website. 

[Principle 5] 
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The organisation publishes information about its members (national federations) on its website. 

[Principle 6] 

The organisation publishes annual general activity reports on its website. 

[Principle 7] 

The organisation publishes on its website financial statements that are externally audited according to 

recognised international standards. 

[Principle 8] 

The organisation publishes regulations and reports on the remuneration, including compensation and 

bonuses, of its board members and of management on its website. 

[Principle 9] 

The organisation reports on corruption risks, including conflicts of interest. 

[Principle 10] 

The organisation publishes its strategic plan on its website. 

[Principle 11] 

The organisation publishes details on allocated funds on its website. 

 

Dimension 2: Democratic processes 

 

[Principle 12] 

Board members are (re-)appointed according to clear and democratic procedures. 

[Principle 13] 

The organisation undertakes steps to ensure that elections of senior officials are open and competitive. 

[Principle 14] 

The organisation has a nomination committee that oversees the appointment of senior officials. 

[Principle 15] 

The organisation establishes a quorum (a minimum number of attendees required to conduct business 

and to cast votes) in its statutes or internal regulations for the board and the general assembly. 

[Principle 16] 

The organisation has established term limits. 

[Principle 17] 

The general assembly represents all affiliated members and meets at least once a year. 

[Principle 18] 

The board meets regularly to discuss relevant issues according to established procedures. 

[Principle 19] 

The organisation ensures the participation of athletes in its policy processes. 

[Principle 20] 

The organisation ensures the participation of referees in its policy processes. 

[Principle 21] 

The organisation ensures the participation of coaches in its policy processes. 

[Principle 22] 

The organisation ensures the participation of volunteers in its policy processes. 

[Principle 23] 

The organisation ensures the participation of employees in its policy processes. 
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[Principle 24] 

The organisation implements a gender equality policy. 

 

Dimension 3: Internal accountability and control 

 

[Principle 25] 

The general assembly supervises the board appropriately. 

[Principle 26] 

The board establishes procedures regarding the premature resignation of board members. 

[Principle 27] 

The organisation defines in its statutes those circumstances in which, due to a serious conflict of 

interest or integrity issue, a person is ineligible to serve as a member of the board. 

[Principle 28] 

The organisation applies a clear governance structure according to the principle of separation of 

powers. 

[Principle 29] 

The board supervises management appropriately. 

[Principle 30] 

The organisation has an internal financial or audit committee. 

[Principle 31] 

The organisation regularly conducts a corruption risks assessment. 

[Principle 32] 

The organisation implements a financial control system. 

[Principle 33] 

The organisation employs open tenders for major commercial and procurement contracts. 

[Principle 34] 

Decisions on the allocation of major events are made through a democratic, open, transparent, and 

objectively reproducible process. 

[Principle 35] 

The board annually evaluates its own composition and performance. 

[Principle 36] 

The organisation is externally audited by an independent auditor. 

[Principle 37] 

The organisation has or recognises a code of conduct applicable to the members of the board, 

management, and personnel. 

[Principle 38] 

The organisation establishes clear conflict of interest procedures that apply to the members of the 

board. 

[Principle 39] 

The organisation takes steps to ensure that applicable rules of conduct are adequately checked and 

that transgressors face consequences. 

[Principle 40] 

The organisation establishes procedures for the processing of complaints about violations of applicable 
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rules of conduct. 

[Principle 41] 

The organisation establishes procedures that ensure whistleblower protection. 

[Principle 42] 

The organisation’s decisions can be contested through internal or external mechanisms. 

[Principle 43] 

The organisation implements procedures that ensure that a proportion of the board members are inde- 

pendent. 

 

Dimension 4: Societal responsibility 

 

[Principle 44] 

The organisation offers consulting to its member federations in the areas of management or 

governance. 

[Principle 45] 

The organisation implements a policy aimed at mitigating the health risks of sporting activities. 

[Principle 46] 

The organisation implements a policy on combating sexual harassment in sport. 

[Principle 47] 

The organisation implements an anti-doping policy. 

[Principle 48] 

The organisation implements a policy on social inclusion through sport. 

[Principle 49] 

The organisation implements a policy combating discrimination in sport. 

[Principle 50] 

The organisation implements a policy to promote gender equality in sport. 

[Principle 51] 

The organisation implements a policy to combat match-fixing. 

[Principle 52] 

The organisation implements a policy for the promotion of environmental sustainability. 

[Principle 53] 

The organisation implements a policy on promoting the dual career of athletes. 

[Principle 54] 

The organisation implements a policy on promoting sport for all. 

[Principle 55] 

The organisation ensures the fair treatment of professional athletes. 

[Principle 56] 

The organisation implements a policy for the promotion and safeguarding of human rights. 

[Principle 57] 

The organisation requires entities that receive funding to implement anti-corruption controls. 
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The principles are in turn assessed via 309 indicators. A key feature of 
the SGO methodology is its reliance on dichotomous indicators (“yes” or 
“no”), which provide strict and reliable minimum criteria. This avoids the 
interpretive ambiguity often associated with ordinal scales and ensures 
that scores reflect the verifiable presence or absence of specific 
governance practices (Geeraert, 2022).  
 
The results are aggregated to produce scores for each principle, 
dimension, and an overall SGO index. Equal weighting is applied across 
indicators, principles, and dimensions, in line with established guidelines 
for composite indicators (Nardo et al., 2005). 
 

The author and a research assistant conducted the desk research for the 
FIA evaluation in September 2025.2 This involved analysing FIA’s statutes, 
regulations, policies, reports, and other publicly available materials. 
Where evidence was unclear or ambiguous, scores were verified with 
individuals possessing privileged insight into FIA decision-making to 
ensure reliability. All contributors were assured anonymity. All indicator 
scores, including the reasoning behind them, is publicly available upon 
publication of this report to ensure transparency and stimulate 
constructive debate.3  
 

Two SGO principles were deemed inapplicable to the FIA: 
• Principle 21 (Coaches’ participation in policy processes): Unlike 

federations in traditional team sports, FIA does not have a distinct 
group of “coaches” whose systematic involvement in governance 
processes can be expected. 

• Principle 34 (Objective event allocation procedures): FIA differs 
from many federations in that it does not allocate events (such as 
World Cups or World Championships) through competitive bidding 
processes. Instead, motorsport events are primarily organised by 

 
2 The author wishes to thank Manon de Ruijsscher for her contribution to this report. The author retains sole responsibility for its 

content. 

3 The full data sheet used to calculate the FIA’s scores is available upon request. 
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commercial rights holders (e.g. Formula One Management) or local 
promoters under FIA sanction. As such, this principle is not relevant 
in the FIA context. 

 

In sum, the SGO methodology offers a holistic, rigorous, and transparent 
framework for assessing governance quality. While it does not provide a 
definitive measurement of effectiveness or legitimacy, it highlights where 
federations meet or fail to meet established governance standards, 
thereby identifying risks and priority areas for reform. 
 
The quantitative analysis was followed by a qualitative synthesis of 
institutional dynamics spanning the four governance dimensions. An 
abductive logic was applied, identifying empirical patterns emerging from 
the indicator data and interpreting them through theoretical frameworks 
on transparency, democracy, and accountability to reveal the institutional 
mechanisms underlying the observed scores. To assess whether these 
theorised governance risks materialise in practice, a subsequent review 
of recent news media reporting was conducted. 
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The governance framework of the FIA reflects its dual mission of 
regulating global motor sport and representing the interests of 
automobile mobility and tourism (see Figure 1). According to Article 8 of 
the 2025 Statutes, the FIA’s primary governing bodies are structured as 
follows: 
 

• General Assembly – the sovereign body of all member clubs. It 
elects the President, approves the Statutes, and sets the 
organisation’s overall policy direction. 

• President – elected by the General Assembly and supported by a 
presidential team, the President provides overall leadership and 
serves as the FIA’s principal external representative. 

• World Motor Sport Council (WMSC) – responsible for sporting 
governance. It develops and enforces regulations, approves 
international calendars, and takes policy decisions affecting all FIA-
sanctioned competitions. 

• World Council for Automobile Mobility and Tourism (WCAMT) – 
establishes policy for global mobility and tourism, covering areas 
such as road safety and environmental programmes. 

• Senate – provides strategic oversight. It supervises finances, 
approves budgets, oversees long-term strategy, and monitors 
senior remuneration and management practices. 

• Committees and Commissions – including the Audit Committee, 
Ethics Committee, Nominations Committee, International Tribunal, 
International Court of Appeal, Anti-Doping Disciplinary Committee, 

Background: FIA’s 
basic structure  
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and numerous specialist commissions in both sport and mobility. 
These bodies provide thematic expertise, oversight, and 
adjudication. 

• Administration – the permanent secretariat supporting all 
governing bodies in their day-to-day functions. 

 

Figure 1: The FIA’s basic institutional structure 

 

 
 
The FIA’s distribution of governing authority differs from that of most 
international sport federations. Instead of concentrating decision-making 
power in a single executive committee, the 2025 Statutes allocate 
strategic, regulatory, and supervisory responsibilities across three 
distinct organs: the Senate (finance and strategic oversight), the World 
Motor Sport Council (sporting regulation and competition calendars), and 
the World Council for Automobile Mobility and Tourism (mobility and 
tourism policy). Collectively, these bodies perform the key governance 
functions that, in many other federations, are concentrated within one 
executive committee. In this report, the term Board refers collectively to 
these three bodies. 
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The FIA’s overall Sports Governance Observer (SGO) index score is 45%, 
placing it among federations that have made progress in formalising 
governance structures and adopting written policies, yet continue to 
exhibit substantial weaknesses across all dimensions. 
 

A closer look reveals persistent problems with implementation and major 
gaps in key areas. Transparency is weakened by the absence of general 
assembly minutes, remuneration disclosure, and conflict-of-interest 
reporting. Democratic structures exist but are undermined by limited 
electoral fairness and entrenched nomination oversight. Accountability is 
hampered by unclear separation of powers and limited independence of 
oversight bodies. Societal responsibility policies are developed in some 
areas, but rarely evaluated, while other high-risk areas such as human 
rights and athlete welfare remain entirely uncovered. 
 

• Transparency (41%): The FIA publishes statutes, financial 
statements, and activity reports, but lacks systematic disclosure of 
decision-making, remuneration, and conflicts of interest. 

• Democracy (51%): Basic electoral structures are in place, yet 
shortcomings in electoral fairness, nomination processes, and 
candidate disclosure weaken the credibility of representation. 
Stakeholder participation is limited. 

• Accountability (41%): Although oversight bodies exist, their 
independence and transparency are limited, and compliance 
systems are underdeveloped. 

• Societal responsibility (45%): Strategic policies exist in areas such 
as safety, anti-doping, and sustainability, but evaluation 
mechanisms are absent and high-risk blind spots remain (e.g. 
human rights, athlete welfare). 

Results - overview 
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These overall results suggest that while the FIA has laid down the 
foundations of good governance, its systems remain significantly 
underdeveloped in practice. To understand where strengths and 
weaknesses lie, the next sections present a detailed discussion per 
dimension highlighting concrete achievements, persistent gaps, priority 
areas for reform, and risks under a no-reform scenario. 
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Transparency means that organisations share information in a way that 
allows others to understand and monitor what they are doing. In 
practice, this involves clear rules on reporting and a consistent habit of 
publishing timely, easy-to-understand information about strategy, 
operations, budgets, and finances. 
 
The main benefit is that transparency reduces information gaps between 
a governing body and its stakeholders. This makes it harder to hide 
misconduct and strengthens accountability: actors know they are more 
likely to face consequences if they behave unethically (McCubbins & 
Schwartz, 1984). For example, in the context of corruption, transparency 
lowers the chance that wrongdoing goes unnoticed (Rose-Ackerman, 
1978). By making information available, it enables stakeholders, NGOs, 
the media, and whistleblowers to detect problems (McCubbins & 
Schwartz, 1984). 
 
More broadly, the possibility of being held to account encourages 
officials to do their jobs well (Bovens, 2007). Transparency can lead to 
formal sanctions, such as disciplinary action or loss of office, but it can 
also act as a sanction on its own by exposing poor behaviour to public 
criticism. At the same time, transparency fosters trust by reducing 
uncertainty about how organisations operate and make decisions 
(Meijer, 2014). 
 
 

Results - 
Transparency 
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DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
 
The FIA’s performance on the transparency dimension is uneven. It 
performs strongly in some areas where disclosure has become standard 
practice but remains opaque in key aspects of governance that are 
crucial for accountability. 
 
The strongest elements concern the publication of information on 
member federations, general activity reports, and financial statements. 
The FIA maintains an online directory of all its member organisations with 
basic details and contact information. It also publishes annual Activity 
Reports that outline the organisation’s structure, programmes, and main 
initiatives. Furthermore, it discloses consolidated financial statements 
that are externally audited, demonstrating a commitment to financial 
openness. However, while this material is available, the information is 
presented descriptively rather than analytically: governance structures 
are not visualised, and the organisation does not evaluate the impact of 
its programmes or spending. 
 
Transparency around strategic planning can be assessed as average. The 
FIA provides some relevant information - such as objectives and policy 
priorities scattered across the Activity Report and thematic frameworks 
like the Environmental Strategy 2020–2030 - but it lacks a single, 
integrated, and regularly updated multi-year strategy document. As a 
result, the organisation’s long-term vision and progress cannot easily be 
tracked by external stakeholders. 
 
The weakest areas of transparency relate to decision-making, 
remuneration, and integrity management. While the FIA’s governance 
structure is clearly described in its Statutes and annual Activity Reports, it 
is not visualised, and documentation on how key decisions are made 
remains incomplete. Agendas and minutes of the General Assembly and 
other governing bodies are not publicly available: agendas are circulated 
internally to members, but no advance public versions can be found, and 
only brief post-meeting news releases summarise selected outcomes. 
Similarly, full (anonymised) minutes of the General Assembly, Senate, and 
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World Council for Automobile Mobility and Tourism (WCAMT) are not 
published. The World Motor Sport Council (WMSC) is the only body that 
systematically issues decision summaries, but these merely list outcomes 
without explaining the reasoning behind them. Decision reports for other 
boards and standing committees are either irregular or entirely absent. 
 
Information on leadership is likewise limited. The FIA lists the names of 
board members on its website and in its Activity Reports, but without 
information on their professional background, potential external 
affiliations, or the start and end dates of their mandates. This makes it 
difficult to verify cumulative tenure or identify overlapping positions in 
other sport organisations. There are no public contact details for board 
members or committees beyond a generic email address for the 
Secretariat. The FIA’s Activity Reports describe the work of several key 
committees but omit comprehensive coverage of all standing bodies, 
providing only partial insight into internal activity. 
 
In financial transparency, the FIA performs better but still falls short of 
best practice. As noted, the organisation publishes externally audited 
annual financial statements (prepared under IFRS and audited by 
Mazars) for 2022, 2023, and 2024. However, these statements are 
limited to consolidated accounts and contain no remuneration report or 
disclosure of senior officials’ compensation. Furthermore, revenue 
streams from championships or events are presented only in aggregate, 
and detailed attendance, viewership, or commercial figures are not 
systematically reported. While the FIA publishes a Code of Ethics that 
refers to conflicts of interest and corruption risks, there is no public 
record of conflict-of-interest declarations, identified risks, or how such 
risks are mitigated. 
 
Finally, the FIA provides general information on grant and solidarity 
programmes but does not disclose allocations by project or recipient. 
Funding data are presented only as aggregate totals, without the criteria 
used to determine eligibility or selection. The organisation publishes 
several domain-specific strategies (such as on sustainability, 
environment, and road safety) but it does not issue a single, 
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organisation-wide multi-annual strategy with measurable key 
performance indicators. Together, these gaps mean that transparency is 
concentrated in low-risk, descriptive areas (such as membership 
directories or audited accounts), whereas the information most relevant 
to accountability (decision-making processes, remuneration, risk 
management, and resource allocation) remains opaque. 
 
SO WHAT? 
 
The FIA’s mixed performance on transparency has direct consequences 
for its legitimacy and effectiveness. Limited disclosure on decision-
making, board composition, remuneration, and integrity risks 
undermines accountability and exposes the organisation to reputational 
damage. Weak transparency on funding allocations and strategic 
planning erodes stakeholder trust and limits policy impact. Without 
reform, the FIA risks diminished credibility and influence. 
 
PRIORITY AREAS FOR REFORM  

 
Publish agendas, minutes, and rationale for decisions 

• Systematically publish the agendas and full minutes of General 
Assembly, Senate, and Council meetings, as well as the rationale 
behind major decisions.  

• Current communication is limited to short post-meeting 
summaries, which prevents members and stakeholders from 
understanding how and why key decisions are made. 

 

Introduce comprehensive reporting on leadership and mandates 
• Provide detailed biographical information on board and committee 

members, including professional background, external affiliations, 
and the start and end dates of mandates. 

• This would enable monitoring of cumulative tenure and potential 
conflicts of interest. 

 

Disclose remuneration and financial allocations 
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• Complement audited financial statements with a remuneration 
report specifying compensation for senior officials and governance 
bodies.  

• Publish detailed breakdowns of development and solidarity funds 
by project, recipient, and selection criteria. 

 

Strengthen integrity and risk transparency 
• Publish anonymised records of conflict-of-interest declarations and 

report on identified corruption or compliance risks.  
• Regular risk assessments and mitigation measures should be 

disclosed to demonstrate proactive governance. 
 

Adopt an integrated multi-annual strategy with measurable KPIs 
• Consolidate domain-specific frameworks (environment, road safety, 

sustainability) into a single, organisation-wide multi-year strategy 
document with clear objectives, timelines, and indicators of 
progress.  

• Publish these frameworks to allow members and external 
stakeholders to track performance over time. 

 
Ensure balanced and meaningful transparency 

• Prioritise areas that directly relate to decision-making, financial 
management, and integrity (ensuring that transparency functions 
as a mechanism of accountability rather than image management). 

 

RISKS UNDER NO-REFORM SCENARIO  
 
No GA agendas, minutes, or vote summaries → Risk of secrecy and 
capture. 
 
Without formal records, stakeholders cannot monitor decision-making. 
This creates room for opaque practices, fuels suspicion of bias, and 
increases the likelihood of contested or illegitimate outcomes. 
 
Lack of systematic reporting by executive bodies → Weakened 
accountability and trust. 
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Without regular, detailed reporting on decisions and activities by the 
Presidency, World Councils, and Commissions, members and 
stakeholders remain unable to monitor performance or scrutinise the 
rationale behind key actions. This opacity allows selective disclosure, 
limits institutional learning, decreases stakeholder trust, and increases 
the risk of misconduct or policy drift going unnoticed.  
 
Recent developments within the FIA illustrate these risks. In his 
resignation statement, Deputy President Robert Reid explicitly cited 
“decisions being made behind closed doors, bypassing the very 
structures and people the FIA exists to represent” as a reason for his 
departure (Sky Sports, 2025a). Similarly, the refusal to permit two British 
members to attend a World Motor Sport Council meeting unless they 
signed a non-disclosure agreement (NDA) was reported by Sky Sports. 
This further increased secrecy around council actions and curtailed 
members’ ability to debate decisions externally (Sky Sports, 2025b).  
 
Finally, the perception gap between the FIA’s pledges and its practice is 
also reflected in stakeholder sentiment. As Formula 1 driver George 
Russell noted, “When they had the presidential elections, they were all 
about transparency … We just want the transparency, an understanding 
of what was promised from the beginning” (Cleeren, 2025). His remarks 
underline how transparency deficits erode trust even among elite 
competitors the FIA purports to serve. 
 

Minimal executive member disclosures → Risk of unaccountable 
leadership. 
 
The absence of information on mandates, biographies, and other roles 
makes it difficult to assess board independence and conflicts of interest. 
This raises the risk of entrenched leadership and reputational damage if 
undisclosed ties come to light.  
 

No remuneration reporting → Risk of perceived misuse of resources. 
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Lack of transparency on board and management compensation 
undermines financial accountability and leaves the FIA open to 
perceptions of excessive pay or misuse of member contributions.  
 
No reporting on conflicts of interest or corruption risks → Risk of 
ethical scandals. 
 
Failure to disclose conflict-of-interest declarations or address corruption 
risks creates blind spots that can allow unethical behaviour to go 
undetected and, if exposed, damage organisational credibility.  
 
The Guardian reported that Susie Wolff filed a criminal complaint against 
the FIA over a conflict-of-interest investigation. Although the investigation 
concluded within 48 hours with “no case to answer,” the absence of 
publicly disclosed evidence or rationale prompted questions about 
transparency and accountability (The Guardian, 2024). 
 

No disclosure of funding allocations or project deliverables → Risk of 
clientelism. 
 

No disclosure of funding allocations or project deliverables creates fertile 
ground for perceptions of clientelism. When stakeholders cannot 
scrutinise how funds are awarded or how their use is monitored, 
solidarity programmes risk becoming instruments of patronage rather 
than development. This opacity distorts incentives, as beneficiaries may 
align politically with leadership rather than on the basis of merit or need. 
 
This dynamic was exemplified by the controversy surrounding the 
President’s Development Fund. In June 2024, Audit Committee chair 
Bertrand Badré and member Tom Purves raised questions about the 
establishment of a USD 1.5 million fund proposed by FIA President 
Mohammed Ben Sulayem to support small and medium-sized motoring 
clubs eligible to vote in the 2025 presidential election. According to The 
Times (28 November 2024), both men, highly respected for their integrity 
and financial expertise, were dismissed within days of seeking 
clarification on the fund’s governance and oversight arrangements. 
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No integrated strategic plan with financial planning → Risk of weak 
accountability for outcomes. 
 
Fragmented strategies without linked budgets prevent stakeholders from 
assessing whether FIA resources are aligned with long-term goals.  
 
This risk has been reinforced by leadership turnover and concerns that 
reforms have prioritised short-term power structures over long-term 
planning (Motorsport.com, 2024b). 
 

Incomplete reporting on events → Risk of poor stakeholder 
understanding and scrutiny. 
 
Without a clear overview of event metrics, stakeholders cannot fully 
evaluate whether major events deliver on governance, financial, or social 
objectives.  
 
Recent reports of presidential interference in race outcomes and circuit 
approvals illustrate how unclear lines of authority can fuel perceptions of 
opacity and weaken confidence in governance (Motorsport.com, 2024a; 
Reuters, 2025a). 
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Democracy, as the second dimension, is a contested concept with many 
definitions. Here, in line with the literature on representative, 
participatory, and deliberative democracy, it is understood as a system of 
rules that enables competition (electoral competition between political 
alternatives), participation (influence of affected actors over collective 
decisions), and deliberation (fair and open debates).  
 
First, free, fair, and recurrent elections allow voters to screen and select 
representatives. When candidates present their skills and agendas 
openly, elections provide reliable signals about their interests and 
capabilities (Kiewiet & McCubbins, 1991). This increases the chances that 
representatives will act in the interests of their constituents. 
Underperforming officials risk being voted out, which incentivises them 
to be responsive and accountable (Fearon, 1999; Della Porta, 2013). 
 
Second, participation ensures that all significantly affected actors can 
take part in decision-making, while avoiding exclusion or marginalisation 
(Young, 2000). Procedural rights enable stakeholders like member 
organisations or athletes to monitor decision-makers, reducing the risk 
of misconduct (Warren, 2014). Participation also enriches decision-
making by bringing in expert knowledge and raising new issues (Smith, 
2009; Della Porta, 2013). At the same time, it builds trust by reducing 
uncertainty about decision-makers’ actions and interests. 
 

Results – 
Democracy 
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Third, deliberation refers to rules and practices that guarantee fair and 
open debate within an organisation and with stakeholders. By ensuring 
information is more evenly distributed, deliberation makes it harder to 
hide or manipulate facts, while increasing the likelihood that 
inappropriate actions provoke criticism or are reported (Elster, 1998). 
Beyond its accountability role, deliberation also improves the quality of 
decisions by bringing more perspectives and evidence into the process 
(Della Porta, 2013). 
 
DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
 
The FIA’s governance framework demonstrates a mixed democratic 
profile. While the organisation has established a clear formal structure 
for elections and representation, its democratic practice remains 
constrained by limited electoral competitiveness and weak stakeholder 
inclusion. 
 
The strongest elements of the democracy dimension relate to the 
existence of clear election procedures, representative membership, 
regular board meetings, and a gender equality policy. The FIA Statutes 
and Internal Regulations clearly define the electoral process, specifying 
voting procedures, eligibility criteria, and the role of the General 
Assembly. Member federations from across regions are represented 
within the governing bodies. Regular meetings of the World Councils and 
the General Assembly provide opportunities for members to deliberate 
on policies and regulations. In addition, the FIA has adopted a gender 
equality policy and demonstrates some progress in promoting women’s 
participation in governance and sport. However, implementation remains 
uneven, and the policy is not linked to measurable targets or reporting 
mechanisms. 
 
Performance is more moderate regarding the Nomination Committee, 
quorum rules, and stakeholder participation. The Nomination Committee 
is formally responsible for verifying the eligibility and integrity of 
candidates for FIA elective offices, including those of the World Councils, 
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the Senate, and several judicial and ethics bodies. In principle, this 
function is meant to safeguard the fairness and credibility of elections. 
However, the Committee’s composition and appointment procedures 
enable substantial executive influence. Its members are appointed by the 
World Motor Sport Council, the World Council for Automobile Mobility 
and Tourism, and the Senate - all bodies presided over or strongly 
influenced by members of the Presidential team. Since only candidatures 
examined by the Nomination Committee may stand for election, the 
Committee acts as a powerful gatekeeping mechanism. This 
embeddedness within the FIA’s governance hierarchy allows it to operate 
as an instrument of electoral control, giving the Presidency indirect 
leverage over who can contest leadership positions. In practice, this 
arrangement reinforces the concentration of power at the top of the 
organisation and weakens the credibility of internal democratic 
processes. 
 

Quorum requirements for the Board and General Assembly are clearly 
specified in the Statutes, yet there is no public information on whether 
these are consistently met in practice. The inclusion of drivers, referees, 
and volunteers in consultative processes appears to be sporadic and not 
strongly embedded in the FIA’s formal decision-making structure, which 
limits their ability to influence governance outcomes. For instance, 
drivers are structurally represented via the Drivers Commission and do 
provide input on specific areas. However, there is no indication that they 
were systematically or formally involved in drafting or adopting multi-
annual policies. 
 
The weakest elements of the FIA’s democracy framework relate to 
employee participation, competitive elections, and term limits. 
Employees have no formal channel to contribute to governance matters, 
and internal communication remains largely top-down. While elections 
are held at regular intervals, they are rarely competitive in practice. The 
Statutes require each presidential candidate to submit a complete list of 
proposed officeholders, including all vice-presidents and senior officials. 
This closed-list system centralises the process and heavily favours 
incumbents with access to established networks of eligible candidates. 
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Individuals may not appear on more than one list, preventing coalition-
building among opposition groups, and only lists validated by the 
Nomination Committee may stand for election. Because the Committee’s 
members are appointed by bodies led or influenced by the presidential 
team, this arrangement gives the Presidency significant indirect control 
over who can contest leadership positions. The Chief Executive Officer, 
who operates under the President’s authority, oversees the 
administrative aspects of the election. This further limits procedural 
independence. 
 
Finally, term limits are inconsistently applied: while the President may 
serve a maximum of three terms, other senior officials and council 
members are re-eligible without restriction. Combined with the closed-
list system, these rules enable prolonged tenures and limited 
contestation, entrenching power within a small group of long-standing 
officials and weakening the organisation’s internal democracy. 
 

SO WHAT? 
 
Overall, the FIA’s democratic structures provide only a basic framework 
for representation, which limits key stakeholders’ voice in decision-
making and jeopardises effectiveness and legitimacy. Moreover, without 
stronger guarantees of electoral fairness, transparent candidate vetting, 
and safeguards against the misuse of resources, the FIA risks controlled 
or non-competitive elections. This weakens the accountability of 
leadership to its membership and undermines trust in the federation’s 
democratic legitimacy. 
 
PRIORITY AREAS FOR REFORM  
 

Enhance electoral competitiveness and transparency 
• Reform the presidential election system to allow individual 

candidacies (or open-list configurations) rather than requiring pre-
assembled, closed lists. 
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• Require all candidates for elected office to publish information on 
their professional background, campaign pledges, and any 
potential conflicts of interest. 

• Introduce clear rules on campaign conduct, funding, and equal 
access to communication channels to ensure that all candidates 
can compete on a level playing field. 

• Limit the use of institutional resources for campaigning and 
introduce oversight mechanisms to ensure compliance. 

• Publish clear timelines, eligibility criteria, and results summaries to 
ensure transparency and equal access to the electoral process. 

• Ensure that the administrative management of elections is carried 
out by an independent electoral officer or committee rather than 
by the President’s executive staff.  

• Expand the scope of positions that are directly elected by the 
General Assembly, with transparent rules on voting procedures 
and disclosure of outcomes. 

 

Guarantee independence of the Nomination Committee 
• Clarify its mandate and publish information about its membership 

and decisions  
• Revise the appointment procedures so that the Nomination 

Committee’s members are elected or confirmed by the General 
Assembly rather than by the executive-led councils. 

• Introduce independence criteria, such as term limits, gender 
balance, and exclusion of current officeholders from eligibility. 

• Publish an annual report summarising the Committee’s decisions 
and rationale to strengthen trust in its impartiality. 

 

Introduce comprehensive term limits across all governing levels 
• Extend term limits beyond the Presidency to include vice-

presidents, World Council members, and Senate members. 
• Limit consecutive mandates to maximum two to promote 

leadership renewal and prevent the accumulation of power within 
a small group of long-standing officials. 

• Ensure transparent succession planning to maintain institutional 
continuity without entrenchment. 
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Institutionalise employee and stakeholder participation 
• Establish a formal consultative body representing FIA employees to 

provide structured input on governance and organisational issues. 
• Embed mechanisms for drivers and volunteers to participate in real 

decision-making through advisory panels or institutionally 
embedded representation in commissions with access to decision-
making. Ensure a genuine accountability link between 
representatives and those that are represented. 

• Ensure that stakeholder consultation processes are documented 
and that feedback is integrated into strategic and regulatory 
decisions. 

 

Strengthen gender equality  
• Translate the existing gender equality policy into measurable 

objectives, time-bound targets, and annual reporting requirements. 
• Encourage balanced representation across governing bodies 

through transparent nomination and election procedures. 
 

RISKS UNDER NO-REFORM SCENARIO  
 
Controlled elections and incumbency advantage → Entrenchment of 
power and strategic stagnation. 
 
The continued lack of independent oversight of nominations, combined 
with non-competitive elections and weak term limits, will reinforce the 
dominance of incumbent leadership. Over time, this may transform the 
governance system into a closed network resistant to renewal or dissent.  
 
Recent FIA governance reforms have further solidified this risk. The 
Nomination Committee’s autonomy was reduced, because its members 
are now more closely tied to or influenced by the presidential team. This 
means the President can indirectly control who gets through the vetting 
process. If the committee favours candidates close to the incumbent 
leadership, then challengers from outside the President’s circle may 
struggle to even get their candidacy validated (Reuters, 2024).  
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A nomination process dependent on leadership and limited 
transparency creates fertile ground for patronage, favouritism, and the 
marginalisation of independent or reform-minded candidates. As 
leadership becomes more insulated from competition and internal 
critique, it risks becoming complacent, reducing its capacity to innovate, 
adapt to external challenges, and align with evolving governance norms. 
 
Weak accountability of leadership → Self-serving decision-making. 
 
Without genuine electoral competition or stakeholder influence, 
leadership will face few incentives to justify decisions, respond to 
member concerns, or correct poor performance. This increases the risk 
of arbitrary or self-serving decision-making.  
 
Recent high-profile resignations were accompanied by warnings that FIA 
leadership is increasingly unresponsive to internal checks and balances 
(Reuters, 2025a). 
 

Lack of stakeholder participation → Risk of dissent and ineffective 
policies. 
 

The absence of structured participation for key stakeholders like drivers 
and employees will sustain a governance culture dominated by 
executives and national federations, leaving affected stakeholders 
without an effective voice in decisions that concern them. This can 
weaken trust, participation, and compliance, ultimately undermining the 
federation’s moral and political authority and effectiveness.  
 
For example, critics of FIA governance reforms have argued that drivers 
and officials were not adequately consulted, leading to public criticism 
from figures such as Lewis Hamilton (TalkSport, 2024) and fuelling the 
perception that decisions are taken without broad stakeholder 
involvement. Moreover, the President’s response to calls for dialogue 
further illustrates the asymmetry between the FIA’s participatory rhetoric 
and its practice. Asked about the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association’s appeal 
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for greater transparency, Mohammed Ben Sulayem replied, “None of 
their business … Let them concentrate on what they do best, which is 
race” (Motorsport Week, 2024). Such statements reinforce perceptions 
that decision-making remains insulated from those most affected by its 
outcomes. 
 
Reputational vulnerability → Risk of external intervention. 
As expectations for democracy in sport governance rise globally, failure 
to reform could attract negative media attention, stakeholder criticism, 
and pressure from regulators or partners, damaging the FIA’s credibility 
and influence. FIA’s governance controversies echo wider issues across 
international sport, where governance gaps have triggered political and 
public pressure (Geeraert, 2019; Geeraert & Drieskens, 2021). 
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Accountability is often defined as “a relationship between an actor and a 
forum, in which the actor has an obligation to explain and to justify his or 
her conduct, the forum can pose questions and pass judgement, and the 
actor may face consequences” (Bovens, 2007, p. 450). While 
accountability can be internal or external, here the focus is on internal 
institutional accountability, which has two key components: (1) a clear 
separation of executive, judicial, and supervisory powers, and (2) an 
internal compliance system that allows independent entities to monitor 
whether decision-makers follow rules and procedures. 
 
The separation of powers is based on the principle that no individual or 
body should have unchecked control. Rooted in Montesquieu and Locke, 
and further developed in political science, it highlights the constitutional 
separation of legislative, executive, and judicial branches to prevent 
abuse of power (Persson, Roland, & Tabellini, 1997). Corporate 
governance research has applied this logic, stressing that separating the 
initiation and implementation of decisions from their ratification and 
monitoring enhances oversight (Fama & Jensen, 1983). In sport 
governance, this means creating independent judicial or oversight 
bodies, ensuring that boards make decisions while general assemblies 
ratify and monitor them, and distinguishing between management’s 
executive functions and the board’s strategic role. 
 

Results – Internal 
accountability and 
control 
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The compliance system complements the separation of powers. It refers 
to a set of rules ensuring that staff and officials act in line with 
regulations and norms (Parsons Miller, 2018). Because separation of 
powers alone cannot prevent abuse, compliance mechanisms add 
procedural safeguards (Fama & Jensen, 1983). They define rules and 
standards of behaviour (Kiewiet & McCubbins, 1991) and install 
independent committees - such as nomination, audit, remuneration, and 
ethics committees - that oversee and enforce compliance. 
 
Together, these two elements of internal accountability deter misconduct 
by raising the likelihood of consequences. They do so by (1) creating 
mutual oversight, (2) limiting discretion and reducing opportunities for 
monopolisation of power, and (3) ensuring that violations of internal 
rules lead to sanctions. 
 

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
 
The FIA demonstrates a mixed record on accountability. While the 
organisation has established several formal mechanisms to regulate 
conduct and internal oversight, many of these systems are either only 
partially implemented or lack independence from leadership. 
 
The strongest elements of accountability concern the clarity of the 
governance structure, the adoption of a code of conduct, and the 
existence of internal enforcement and complaints mechanisms. The FIA 
Statutes and Internal Regulations clearly define the composition and 
functions of the General Assembly, World Councils, and executive 
leadership, providing a formal allocation of responsibilities. A 
comprehensive Code of Ethics and Code of Conduct are in place, 
outlining expected standards of behaviour and integrity for officials, 
members, and employees. These codes are complemented by 
enforcement provisions that empower the Ethics Committee to 
investigate and sanction breaches. The FIA thus scored relatively high on 
the relevant principle (see Tables 2 and 3). Nonetheless, a major caveat 
remains: the FIA President retains significant influence over the 
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composition and functioning of the Committee and effectively controls 
the initiation of proceedings. This structural dependency seriously 
undermines the Committee’s independence and the credibility of the 
organisation’s integrity framework. The FIA also maintains internal 
complaints and appeals procedures, offering members and license 
holders defined avenues to challenge disciplinary decisions through 
internal adjudicatory bodies such as the International Tribunal and 
International Court of Appeal. These frameworks demonstrate a 
relatively high degree of formalisation in ethical governance and dispute 
resolution. 
 
Performance is average when it comes to board resignation procedures, 
eligibility rules, and financial control mechanisms. The Statutes stipulate 
eligibility criteria for board members and procedures for replacement or 
resignation, ensuring that vacancies are handled in an orderly way. 
However, the information available suggests that these rules are not 
complemented by transparent disclosure or independent verification. 
Similarly, while a financial control system is in place, the documentation 
reviewed focuses mainly on budget approval and basic auditing functions 
rather than comprehensive financial risk management or independent 
review. 
 
The weakest performance areas relate to oversight, auditing, integrity 
management, and independence. The General Assembly’s supervisory 
role over the Board is limited in practice, as there is no evidence that it 
formally reviews annual or multi-annual strategic or performance plans. 
Likewise, the Board’s supervision of management is poorly documented, 
and there are no clear reporting lines ensuring managerial 
accountability. 
 
The FIA’s Statutes and Internal Regulations provide for an Audit 
Committee tasked with reviewing accounting methods and assisting the 
Senate in its financial oversight role. However, the committee’s mandate 
and composition fall short of best practice standards for an independent 
internal audit body. Its remit is confined to accounting methods and 
financial supervision, without any explicit responsibility for assessing 
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internal control systems, risk management, or governance effectiveness. 
The committee consists of a President and three members elected by 
the Senate for a four-year term, with the General Assembly merely 
confirming rather than appointing them. While certain independence 
safeguards exist (for example, the President cannot belong to any FIA 
bodies or Members, and key officeholders such as the FIA President, 
Deputy Presidents, and Senate President are ineligible) there is no 
requirement that a majority of committee members be external to the 
governing bodies. As a result, the Audit Committee operates primarily as 
an advisory body to the Senate rather than as an autonomous oversight 
mechanism. In practice, this limits its capacity to provide independent 
assurance on the organisation’s internal control environment and overall 
governance integrity. 
 
Open tenders for major contracts are not standard practice, and annual 
board self-evaluations do not appear to occur. The FIA’s annual financial 
statements are audited externally and presented to the General 
Assembly, fulfilling the organisation’s basic financial disclosure 
obligations. However, the available documentation does not specify the 
auditor’s degree of independence, the selection process, or the scope of 
the audit. In line with prevailing practice among international federations, 
the external audit appears confined to verifying financial accounts, 
without encompassing broader governance, compliance, or risk-
management systems. Over the past five years, there is no evidence that 
the FIA’s governance framework (including its compliance programme, 
internal controls, and decision-making processes) has been reviewed by 
an independent, government-approved auditor. Governance and risk 
oversight are therefore handled internally through the Compliance 
Officer and the Ethics and Audit Committees, rather than being subject 
to external assurance. 
 
The organisation’s conflict-of-interest procedures are incomplete, limited 
mainly to general statements within the Code of Ethics, without evidence 
of systematic disclosure requirements. The FIA’s ethics and compliance 
framework provides for confidential handling of complaints, requiring 
that reports and related investigations be kept confidential by Committee 
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members, rapporteurs, and staff involved in the process. However, the 
procedures do not establish explicit whistle-blower protections or a non-
retaliation clause for individuals who report misconduct in good faith. 
Complaints must be signed and submitted either by registered mail or 
through the secure Ethics Committee website. While confidentiality is 
formally safeguarded, the absence of dedicated whistle-blower rules 
leaves potential informants without clear protection against retaliation or 
adverse consequences. 
 
Finally, independent board members - a key mechanism for impartial 
oversight - are absent from the FIA’s governance structure, as all 
principal positions are elected from within the membership network. 
 
Overall, the FIA’s accountability framework relies heavily on formal rules 
rather than on independent verification and continuous evaluation. It has 
established ethical and procedural foundations but lacks the structural 
independence, transparency, and self-assessment mechanisms 
necessary to ensure robust oversight and public trust. 
 

SO WHAT? 
 

Without stronger and more transparent accountability mechanisms, the 
FIA risks perceptions of concentrated power and insufficient checks on 
its leadership. Weak compliance systems create blind spots for ethical 
breaches, while the lack of visible enforcement reduces deterrence 
against misconduct. These shortcomings undermine confidence among 
member federations and external stakeholders that the FIA can hold its 
officials to account. 
 

PRIORITY AREAS FOR REFORM 
 

Strengthen oversight and strategic supervision 
• Empower the General Assembly to formally review and approve 

annual and multi-annual strategic and performance plans. 
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• Introduce systematic reporting from the executive committees and 
senior management to ensure clear accountability lines. 

• Require regular board self-evaluations and public summaries of key 
governance decisions. 

 

Safeguard the independence of the ethics Committee 
• Revise the appointment and procedural rules governing the Ethics 

Committee to eliminate presidential influence over its composition 
and operations. 

• Ensure that members are nominated and appointed through a 
process independent from the President or executive leadership. 

• Establish clear, automatic procedures for initiating investigations 
based on defined triggers (e.g. formal complaints, credible 
allegations), preventing executive interference in case selection. 

• Guarantee that the Committee’s budget and secretariat are 
institutionally independent from the President’s office to 
strengthen its operational autonomy. 

 

Establish an independent audit and risk committee 
• Redefine the mandate of the Audit Committee to include oversight 

of internal control systems, risk management, and governance 
effectiveness. 

• Ensure independence by having members appointed directly by 
the General Assembly and composed primarily of non-board 
members. 

• Introduce systematic internal audit reviews and transparent 
publication of audit summaries. 

 

Enhance external assurance  
• Expand the scope of external audits beyond financial accounts to 

include governance, compliance, and risk-management reviews. 
• Clarify the criteria for selecting and appointing external auditors, 

ensuring their independence and rotation. 
• Require periodic independent evaluations of the FIA’s governance 

framework by a government-approved or third-party auditor. 
 



 
  
 

 

42 USG consultancy 

Reinforce integrity management and whistle-blower protection 
• Introduce comprehensive whistle-blower rules, including a non-

retaliation clause and channels for anonymous reporting. 
• Strengthen conflict-of-interest management by requiring 

systematic disclosure and publication of declarations by senior 
officials. 

• Establish independent monitoring of compliance and ethics 
enforcement to ensure impartial investigations. 

 

Increase procurement and financial controls 
• Make open tenders standard practice for major contracts, with 

transparent criteria and results disclosure. 
• Enhance documentation and public reporting on procurement 

processes and financial control systems. 
 

Introduce independent board members 
• Create a number of independent board positions elected from 

outside the membership network to provide impartial oversight 
and expertise. 

• Define clear eligibility criteria and safeguards against conflicts of 
interest for all board members. 

 

Institutionalise continuous governance evaluation 
• Develop mechanisms for regular internal and external assessment 

of governance performance. 
• Use findings from such evaluations to update policies, enhance 

accountability, and strengthen public trust. 
 

RISKS UNDER NO-REFORM SCENARIO 
 
 

Lack of independent enforcement → Concentration of unchecked 
power. 
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Without independent oversight bodies, decision-makers can operate 
without constraint, consolidating authority and weakening internal 
checks and balances.  
 
For example, the FIA’s internal investigation into allegations against 
President Ben Sulayem regarding race interference was concluded 
without public disclosure of methodology or evidence, prompting calls 
from teams and media for greater clarity (Reuters, 2024a). In a related 
case, Susie Wolff filed a criminal complaint over an FIA investigation into 
an alleged conflict of interest, citing a lack of transparency and 
accountability in how it was handled (ESPN, 2024).  
 

Presidential control over the Ethics Committee → Conflicts of interest 
and selective application of rules. 
 

The FIA approved statute changes that limit the reach of its audit and 
ethics committees, placing complaint handling and scrutiny under the 
control of the President and the Senate President rather than 
independent bodies. When disciplinary oversight depends on the 
leadership it is meant to scrutinise, investigations risk being politically 
influenced, undermining credibility and fairness.  
 
The fragility of internal oversight mechanisms was starkly illustrated by 
the June 2024 dismissal of Audit Committee chair Bertrand Badré and 
member Tom Purves after they questioned a $1.5 million “President’s 
Development Fund” directed to member clubs eligible to vote in the 
2025 election (The Times, 28 Nov 2024). A similar pattern of weakened 
oversight emerged in the compliance function. In October 2024, FIA 
Compliance Officer Paolo Basarri left his position following internal 
tensions over governance standards, marking yet another departure 
from a key integrity role (BBC Sport, 2024). His exit came only months 
after the Audit Committee dismissals, reinforcing perceptions that those 
charged with safeguarding accountability face disincentives to act 
independently. 
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No clear reporting lines between Board, management, and General 
Assembly → Blurred accountability and ineffective supervision. 
 

Ambiguous governance relationships make it unclear who is responsible 
for monitoring executive actions, allowing underperformance or 
misconduct to go unchallenged.  
 

Recent events demonstrate how this can even reinforce a culture of 
silence. After Austrian representative Oliver Smerold criticised statute 
changes concentrating power in the Presidency, UK delegate Ben 
Cussons was dismissed from his FIA position the same week (Business 
F1, 2025). Such actions send a strong signal to member clubs, 
discouraging open debate. 
 

Absence of internal audit and compliance mechanisms → Misconduct 
and mismanagement go undetected. 
 
Without systematic auditing, internal irregularities or policy violations 
may persist for years, eroding financial integrity and organisational 
efficiency. 
 

No regular corruption assessments or open tenders → Increased risk 
of corruption and financial irregularities. 
 

The lack of proactive risk analysis and transparent procurement allows 
favouritism, nepotism, and cost inflation to thrive unchecked. 
 

Weak financial control and unclear auditor independence → Reduced 
reliability of financial reporting. 
 
When auditors are not demonstrably independent, financial statements 
lose credibility, and stakeholders cannot trust the accuracy of reported 
information. 
 

Lack of whistle-blower protection → Low reporting of misconduct and 
a culture of silence. 
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Stakeholders are unlikely to report wrongdoing if retaliation is possible, 
allowing ethical and financial violations to remain hidden.  
 
The absence of a robust institutional whistle-blower framework or anti-
retaliation policy within the FIA discourages internal reporting of 
potential misconduct. As illustrated by the dismissal of Audit Committee 
chair Bertrand Badré and member Tom Purves after they raised 
concerns about the President’s Development Fund, those who question 
financial or ethical irregularities risk professional exclusion rather than 
protection (The Times, 28 Nov 2024).  
 
Absence of independent board members → Insular decision-making 
and lack of critical oversight. 
 
Without external or independent voices, boards risk groupthink, self-
protection, and diminished scrutiny of leadership actions. 
 

No annual board self-evaluation → Institutional stagnation and 
resistance to reform. 
 

Without structured reflection on performance, governance bodies fail to 
identify weaknesses or adapt to evolving best practices. 
 

Lack of independent oversight → Erosion of internal accountability 
and organisational learning. 
 

When compliance is internally controlled and rarely challenged, norms 
become procedural rather than substantive, reducing incentive for 
genuine reform. 
 

Perceived lack of accountability → Declining stakeholder trust and 
reputational damage. 
 
As expectations for integrity and accountability in sport governance rise, 
perceptions of self-regulation and power concentration can erode 
credibility with members, partners, and the public.  
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Within the FIA’s own constituency, discontent is turning audible: the 
Austrian Automobile, Motorcycle and Touring Club (OAMTC) warned that 
“damage to the FIA’s credibility as an organisation has already occurred 
through repeated governance missteps and failings” (Mitchell, 2025, The 
Race). Senior internal actors have also defected: in April 2025, Deputy 
President Robert Reid resigned, citing a “fundamental breakdown in 
governance standards” and decisions “made behind closed doors, 
bypassing the very structures” the FIA claims to represent (Reuters, 
2025a). Beyond leadership circles, scrutiny from other stakeholders has 
magnified perceptions of harm. In March 2024, Susie Wolff, Managing 
Director of the F1 Academy, filed a criminal complaint after the FIA 
launched and rapidly closed a conflict-of-interest investigation into her 
and her husband, arguing that the opaque handling caused reputational 
damage and reflected a lack of accountability (The Guardian, 2024). 
Finally, Motorsport UK Chair David Richards publicly condemned what he 
described as growing opacity and power concentration, referring to 
exclusion from meetings, gag orders, and a lack of democratic 
engagement (GPBlog, 2025). 
 
Concentration of power → Risk of weakened internal democracy. 
 
Without stronger checks, decision-making may remain dominated by a 
small group of leaders, undermining internal democracy.  
 
This risk has been noted in debates over the 2024–2025 statute reforms, 
which critics argued concentrated power in the presidency and reduced 
oversight by independent committees (Reuters, 2024). 
 
Undetected misconduct → Risk of ethical blind spots. 
 
Weak compliance reporting increases the likelihood that conflicts of 
interest, ethical breaches, or financial misconduct go unnoticed.  
 
Concerns of this type surfaced when reforms gave the FIA President 
influence over whether ethics investigations could proceed, raising 
questions about impartial oversight (EU Today, 2024; Sky Sports, 2024). 
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Reduced deterrence → Risk of weak compliance culture. 
 
If sanctions are not visibly enforced, officials may feel insulated from 
consequences, weakening compliance culture.  
 
Former insiders have indeed expressed concern that accountability 
measures remain largely symbolic (Reuters, 2025a). 
 
Loss of trust → Risk of reputational decline. 
 
Members and stakeholders may begin to view accountability structures 
as symbolic rather than effective, leading to reputational risks.  
 
Recent events have intensified this perception. As noted earlier, a 
succession of governance controversies has eroded confidence in the 
FIA’s integrity and leadership. The Austrian OAMTC publicly warned that 
“damage to the FIA’s credibility … has already occurred through repeated 
governance missteps and failings” (Mitchell, 2025). Deputy President 
Robert Reid’s resignation over a “breakdown in governance standards” 
(Reuters, 2025a) and Motorsport UK Chair David Richards’ criticism of 
opacity, gag orders, and exclusion from meetings (GPBlog, 2025) further 
illustrate how senior insiders and member federations have begun to 
question the organisation’s legitimacy. 
 
External intervention → Risk of imposed oversight. 
 
If accountability mechanisms remain weak, regulators or governments 
may feel compelled to impose external oversight. Parallels can be drawn 
between the FIA’s situation and broader international sport governance 
crises where failures of internal accountability prompted public or 
political intervention (Geeraert & Drieskens, 2021). 
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Results – Societal 
responsibility 
 
 

Societal responsibility refers to the institutionalisation of pro-social 
behaviour: the commitment of sport federations to use their authority to 
address broader social issues connected to sport. This dimension is 
important because it directly affects the of sport governing bodies. In 
legitimacy theory, this corresponds to what Suchman (1995) terms moral 
legitimacy - the perception that an organisation’s activities are “the right 
thing to do” according to shared values. By institutionalising societal 
responsibility, sport federations meet these normative expectations, 
thereby strengthening their long-term legitimacy and resilience. 
 
By taking responsibility for issues such as integrity, equality, and 
sustainability, federations strengthen trust among both internal and 
external stakeholders. This not only enhances their reputation but also 
contributes to more effective policies, since stakeholder support 
increases the chances of successful implementation. From this 
perspective, societal responsibility is not just about “doing good”; it is 
instrumental for building cooperation and compliance. 
 
More broadly, sport organisations increasingly operate in what has been 
described as a public value regime, where their legitimacy depends on 
aligning operations with universal rights and societal norms (van Eekeren, 
2022). This expectation from external audiences creates a normative 
requirement: governing bodies must demonstrate that they serve the 
public interest, not just their members. 
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DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 
 
For the FIA, the results show that while a number of strong areas exist, 
major gaps remain in evaluation, consistency, and coverage across high-
risk areas. 
 
The FIA has established formal policies with defined objectives and 
actions in several areas. These include mitigating health risks in 
motorsport, combating harassment and discrimination, anti-doping, 
social inclusion, and environmental sustainability. For example, it has 
introduced concussion protocols, the Halo safety device, and the World 
Accident Database in health and safety. It also has anti-doping rules 
aligned with WADA and delivers education sessions for drivers. The 
Safeguarding Policy and Anti-Harassment Policy set a “zero tolerance” 
standard against abuse and discrimination, while the FIA Environmental 
Strategy 2020–2030 outlines sustainability goals and reporting 
mechanisms. These initiatives demonstrate a willingness to integrate 
societal responsibility into the FIA’s governance structures. 
 
Despite these frameworks, systematic impact evaluation is lacking. 
Activity reports describe initiatives and outputs, but there is little 
evidence of measurement against baseline indicators or independent 
assessments of impact. In most areas there is no designated person 
responsible, which weakens accountability and coordination. Other 
initiatives exist in a more ad hoc manner, without a formal policy 
framework (such as gender equality projects like Girls on Track, measures 
against match-fixing, governance support for member clubs, and 
programmes promoting sport for all). These activities raise awareness 
and show commitment, but without strategic integration or evaluation, 
their long-term impact is uncertain. 
 
The most critical gaps lie in areas where the FIA has no structured policy 
or action at all. This includes promoting dual careers for athletes, 
ensuring fair treatment of professional athletes in terms of contracts and 
working conditions, and safeguarding human rights in FIA operations and 
events. The absence of frameworks in these domains leaves the FIA 
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exposed to significant reputational and regulatory risks, particularly in 
light of criticism over human rights concerns at events hosted in certain 
countries (ARTICLE 19, 2024; The Guardian, 2023). 
 

SO WHAT? 
 
The FIA’s record on societal responsibility highlights three key 
governance challenges: 
 

1. Policies without evaluation: Even strong initiatives lose credibility 
when their impact cannot be demonstrated. Without evaluation 
frameworks, stakeholders may doubt whether FIA’s commitments 
translate into real outcomes, undermining trust and legitimacy 
(Tacon & Walters, 2022). 

 

2. Ad hoc initiatives without strategy: Scattered projects on gender, 
governance support, and sport for all create visibility but lack 
coherence. Without integration into an overarching strategy, they 
risk being interpreted as symbolic or short-lived, failing to embed 
societal values into FIA’s culture. 

 

3. High-risk blind spots: The absence of policies on human rights, 
athlete welfare, and dual careers leaves the FIA vulnerable. Hosting 
events in countries with poor human rights records, without due 
diligence, may provoke external intervention or damage 
commercial partnerships. Similarly, the lack of structured policies 
on athlete welfare weakens talent retention and FIA’s credibility as 
a responsible governing body (Van Eekeren, 2022). 

 

PRIORITY AREAS FOR REFORM 
 

Develop multi-annual societal responsibility strategies 
• Develop multi-annual societal responsibility strategies for all 

relevant topics.  
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• Set clear goals and develop policy measures to attain them. 
• Develop measurable indicators and publish progress reports 

across all societal responsibility policies.  
• Assign clear responsibility to designated officers. 
• Establish structured reporting and independent oversight. 

 
 

Fill high-risk policy gaps 
• Introduce a human rights policy with host country due diligence 
• Establish athlete welfare standards (contracts, minimum 

safeguards, dual career support).  
• Strengthen monitoring mechanisms. 

 

Promote a culture of learning 
• Systematically evaluate and adapt initiatives to avoid resource 

waste and ensure long-term effectiveness. 
 

RISKS UNDER NO-REFORM SCENARIO 
 
Fragile legitimacy → Risk of accusations of window-dressing. 
 
Policies without systematic evaluation remain vulnerable to being 
perceived as symbolic rather than substantive, weakening the trust they 
are intended to build.  
 
Critics have already suggested that FIA sustainability and diversity 
initiatives lack institutional commitment. This concern has become more 
acute following the FIA’s decision to fire its Head of DEI & Sustainability, 
Sara Mariani - an abrupt restructuring that raises questions about the 
organisation’s ability to sustain accountability and deliver meaningful 
impact (Sustainability Magazine, 2025). 
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Symbolic responsibility → Risk of diminished credibility. 
 
Ad hoc projects without an overarching strategy may be dismissed as 
tokenistic, undermining FIA’s credibility with athletes, sponsors, and 
regulators.  
 
Human rights exposure → Risk of reputational crises. 
 
Without formal human rights policies, FIA risks reputational crises when 
hosting events in countries with contested rights records, jeopardising 
commercial partnerships.  
 
Human rights groups have repeatedly criticised FIA for awarding races to 
host nations with poor rights track records, including Bahrain and Saudi 
Arabia (ARTICLE 19, 2024; The Guardian, 2023). 
 
Athlete welfare deficits → Risk of long-term disengagement. 
 
The absence of dual-career support and contract safeguards 
undermines FIA’s attractiveness to new talent and risks disengagement 
over time.  
 
Concerns about insufficient attention to driver safety have been raised in 
wider debates on motorsport safety and support structures (Cooper, 
2025). 
 
External intervention → Risk of scrutiny from governments or NGOs. 
 
Weaknesses in societal responsibility may prompt closer scrutiny or 
regulatory intervention from governments, NGOs, or international 
organisations.  
 
Intergovernmental organisations like the Council of Europe have already 
emphasised the expectation that international sport bodies adopt 
human rights and integrity frameworks, suggesting that failure to do so 
could attract external oversight (Council of Europe, 2022). 
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The value of governance indicators lies in identifying areas of strength 
and weakness. Yet while weak scores on individual principles and 
dimensions can reveal specific risks, they only paint a partial picture of 
the governance challenges that confront an organisation (Geeraert, 
2022). Connecting weaknesses identified in individual indicators can 
uncover broader risks that span several principles and dimensions. This 
implies what is called an abductive logic, where empirical patterns are 
identified from the indicator data and interpreted through theoretical 
frameworks on transparency, democracy, and accountability to reveal 
underlying governance risks. 
 
Applied to the context of the FIA, this revealed a substantial 
concentration of presidential power. In other words, the data show not 
merely isolated governance flaws but an underlying structural dynamic in 
which decision-making authority is increasingly centralised in the 
presidency. The accumulation of presidential power stems from 
governance weaknesses in five key areas: the FIA’s entrenched 

Beyond the 
indicators - 
The concentration 
of presidential 
power 
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institutional design, controlled elections, controlled oversight bodies, 
opaque internal procedures, and lack of democratic participation. This 
chapter discusses these weaknesses and their implications, thus also 
nuancing FIA’s scores on individual principles. Case stories drawn from 
recent media reporting illustrate how these structural risks appear to 
have materialised in practice. 
 
ENTRENCHED INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN 
 

The FIA’s institutional design consolidates significant executive power in 
the office of the President. According to Article 10.4 of the Statutes, the 
General Assembly elects the FIA President, the Deputy Presidents for 
Sport and for Automobile Mobility and Tourism, the Vice-Presidents, and 
the members of the Senate and of the two World Councils. This 
arrangement allows the same individuals to hold seats across multiple 
governance entities. The President, for instance, automatically chairs 
both the World Motor Sport Council (WMSC) and the World Council for 
Automobile Mobility and Tourism (WCAMT) (Arts. 17.1–17.2 Statutes), 
while the Deputy Presidents for Sport and Mobility sit both in the 
Presidential team and in their respective World Councils (Art. 14.3 
Statutes). 
 
Under Article 10.4 of the Statutes, each presidential candidate must 
submit a complete list of all senior officeholders (i.e. Deputy Presidents, 
Vice-Presidents, and the President of the Senate) before the election. In 
practice, this means the President personally assembles the slate of 
individuals who will occupy the Federation’s top executive and 
supervisory positions. Because Art. 10.4.2 Statutes and Art. 1.5 Internal 
Regulations prohibits the same person from appearing on more than 
one list, the incumbent can use established networks of loyal national 
representatives. This concentration of power is further reinforced by the 
absence of independent executive members or external oversight 
mechanisms capable of counterbalancing the President’s influence 
within the leadership structure. 
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Furthermore, numerous senior figures, including Vice-Presidents and 
long-standing representatives of national clubs, hold positions 
simultaneously in the World Councils and the Senate, the latter 
supervising the internal audit committee and being responsible for 
financial management, investment oversight, and budget preparation 
(Art. 18.1 Statutes). This reinforces overlaps between oversight and 
executive functions. 
 
The concentration of executive power within the FIA weakens internal 
accountability by blurring the separation of powers and limiting 
independent oversight. While this configuration can enhance internal 
coherence and facilitate rapid decision-making, it also concentrates 
power in the Presidency and undermines the system of checks and 
balances that underpins good governance.  
 

CONTROLLED ELECTIONS 
 

The FIA’s electoral framework embeds the process within a structure 
over which the incumbent President exercises substantial administrative 
and political influence. This occurs in three interrelated ways: through 
the centralisation of candidate selection, control over the electoral 
administration, and influence on the bodies that verify eligibility. 
 
First, the FIA’s presidential election design concentrates power in the 
incumbent’s hands by requiring a closed, pre-assembled leadership list. 
According to Article 10.4 of the FIA Statutes (2025), each presidential 
candidate must submit a complete list of proposed officeholders 
(including all Vice-Presidents, Deputy Presidents, and a President of the 
Senate) within the deadlines established by Article 1.5 of the Internal 
Regulations (2025). This requirement creates a highly centralised and 
resource-intensive candidacy structure that favours incumbents with 
access to existing networks of eligible officeholders. The absence of 
explicit provisions on campaign conduct, financing, or equal access to 
communication channels further limits opportunities for genuine 
electoral contestation. Furthermore, Article 10.4.2 (Statutes) explicitly 
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prohibits any individual from appearing on more than one list, thereby 
preventing shared candidacies or coalition-building among opposition 
groups. 
 
Second, the administrative organisation of the election process 
reinforces the President’s institutional control. Under Article 1.5 of the 
Internal Regulations, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) is responsible for 
receiving and verifying presidential lists and ensuring procedural 
conformity with the Statutes and Regulations. Because the CEO acts 
under the authority of the President (Article 33.1 of the Statutes provides 
that the Administration is placed under the CEO’s responsibility “under 
the direct authority of the President of the FIA”) this arrangement risks 
placing the administrative machinery that oversees elections under the 
incumbent’s indirect supervision. In addition, Article 18.13 (Statutes) 
authorises the Senate, whose President is elected on the proposal of the 
FIA President, to propose up to two members of the World Motor Sport 
Council (WMSC). As WMSC membership is a prerequisite for inclusion on 
a presidential list, this provision grants the Presidency further leverage 
over the pool of potential candidates. 
 
Third, the Nominations Committee functions as a gatekeeping 
mechanism that can restrict electoral competition under the guise of 
eligibility verification. Formally tasked with assessing the eligibility and 
integrity of candidates for FIA elective offices, the Committee’s 
composition and procedures enable considerable presidential influence 
over who may stand for election. Its embeddedness within the FIA’s 
governance hierarchy allows it to operate as an instrument of electoral 
control, reinforcing the concentration of power in the hands of the 
Presidency. According to Article 25.1.1 (Statutes), its remit covers 
candidatures for the WMSC, the World Council for Automobile Mobility 
and Tourism (WCAMT), the Senate, the Ethics Committee, the Audit 
Committee, the Anti-Doping Disciplinary Committee, the International 
Tribunal, the Cost Cap Adjudication Panel, and the International Court of 
Appeal. Under Articles 25.1.3–25.1.4 (Statutes), only candidatures 
examined by the Nominations Committee can be considered in the 
respective elections; those not reviewed are automatically excluded. 
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The Committee consists of six members: two appointed by the WCAMT, 
two by the WMSC, and two by the Senate (Art. 25.2.1, Statutes). Members 
serve four-year terms and may serve up to three in total (Art. 25.2.3, 
Statutes). All three appointing bodies are themselves chaired or heavily 
influenced by the FIA President and Deputy Presidents, meaning the 
Presidency’s allies can effectively shape the Committee’s composition. 
Although Article 25.2.7 of the Statutes and Article 3.4 of the Nominations 
Committee Internal Regulations requires members to declare conflicts of 
interest and abstain from related deliberations, the absence of 
independent verification or public disclosure means the Committee 
effectively operates as an insider body controlling access to leadership 
positions. Moreover, since candidatures that have not been validated by 
this Committee are barred from consideration (Art. 25.1.4, Statutes), it 
serves as a decisive gatekeeper in the electoral process. The opacity of 
candidate eligibility verification and the absence of a public audit trail for 
event-based credentials create opportunities for error or manipulation 
that are difficult to detect externally.  
 
Recent reporting indicates that these structural risks have materialised in 
practice. Reuters (2025b), The Race (2025a, 2025b), and Joe Saward’s 
JSBM (2025) each describe how the Nominations Committee’s control 
over candidate eligibility has curtailed competition in the 2025 
presidential election. Both The Race (2025a, 2025b) and Joe Saward’s 
JSBM (2025) describe how the Nominations Committee’s control over 
candidate eligibility has curtailed competition in the 2025 presidential 
election. The Race and Reuters report that, owing to the FIA’s closed-list 
requirement and regional representation rules, only incumbent 
President Mohammed Ben Sulayem is likely to field a valid presidential 
list before the 24 October deadline. Only twenty-nine candidates have 
been declared eligible for the World Motor Sport Council, with a single 
representative from South America (Fabiana Ecclestone, already aligned 
with Ben Sulayem’s team), making it impossible for rivals to meet the 
statutory requirement for regional balance. Presidential challenger Laura 
Villars has therefore raised “legitimate concerns” about the conformity of 
the election process with Article 1.3 of the Statutes, which commits the 
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Federation to the “highest standards of governance, transparency and 
democracy.” JSBM likewise observes that the restricted eligibility list and 
opaque verification process have rendered the election “effectively 
uncontested.” Together, these accounts illustrate how the gatekeeping 
powers vested in the Nominations Committee can translate the FIA’s 
formal electoral rules into a de facto system of administrative selection, 
confirming the accountability risks identified in this report. 
 

CONTROLLED OVERSIGHT BODIES 
 

While the FIA has formally established multiple oversight committees, 
their composition, reporting lines, and appointment mechanisms ensure 
that none of them enjoy sufficient independence. They exist within a 
governance system characterised by overlapping memberships and 
presidential influence. This pattern is consistent across the Ethics 
Committee and the Audit Committee.  
 
The 2024 governance reforms significantly altered the composition and 
appointment procedures of the FIA Ethics Committee in a way that 
increased the influence of FIA leadership. While the Ethics Committee is 
formally elected by the General Assembly for fixed four-year terms, its 
independence is significantly constrained by the nomination process and 
reporting structure. The Committee’s composition is determined through 
nominations from the Senate, the World Motor Sport Council, and the 
World Council for Automobile Mobility and Tourism - all bodies 
dominated by members of the President’s leadership team. This ensures 
that the pool of candidates presented to the General Assembly is 
effectively pre-selected by insiders.  
 
Moreover, according to Article 19.2 of the Statutes, the Ethics Committee 
reports its findings directly to the FIA President, who decides whether to 
pursue, suspend, or close cases. Combined with the President’s control 
over the key executive organs and the overlap of memberships across 
governance layers, this arrangement subordinates the Ethics Committee 
to the very authority it is supposed to scrutinise. As a result, the 
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Committee lacks both institutional and personal independence, 
weakening internal accountability mechanisms and allowing presidential 
power to remain largely unchecked. 
 
The Audit Committee’s formal mandate suggests a mechanism of 
financial oversight, yet its independence is structurally constrained by the 
way it is embedded in the FIA’s governance framework. According to 
Article 18.5 of the Statutes, the Senate elects the President and three 
members of the Audit Committee for a four-year term on proposal of the 
FIA President, and this election is then submitted to the General 
Assembly for confirmation. Although the Statutes specify that the FIA 
President, Deputy Presidents, and the President of the Senate are not 
eligible to serve on the Committee (Art. 18.5.1) and that its President may 
not belong to any FIA body or hold any role within a Member (Art. 18.5.2), 
the Committee’s reporting line remains through the Senate, whose 
composition and leadership are closely linked to the Presidential team. 
Under Article 18.6, the Senate is responsible for supervising FIA finances 
and may consult the Audit Committee in fulfilling this role. 
 
The Internal Regulations reinforce this subordination. Article 8.1 states 
that the Audit Committee assists the Senate upon request of the 
President of the Senate in reviewing accounting methods used for FIA 
accounts, while Article 8.2 specifies that its detailed functioning is 
governed by Internal Regulations approved by the Senate. Furthermore, 
Article 5.2 places the Chief Executive Officer, who operates under the 
authority of the FIA President, in charge of preparing payments and 
coordinating with the Senate on financial matters.  
 
Together, these provisions situate the Audit Committee firmly within the 
executive orbit of the Presidency. Although nominal independence 
requirements exist, the Committee neither reports directly to the 
General Assembly nor possesses autonomous investigatory powers. 
Consequently, its oversight capacity is limited, and financial scrutiny 
remains dependent on the same leadership structure it is supposed to 
monitor, further consolidating presidential control over the FIA’s financial 
governance. 
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Recent controversies have illustrated how these structural weaknesses 
play out in practice. For instance, The Times revealed that two senior 
members of the FIA Audit Committee, including its president, were 
abruptly dismissed after they raised concerns about a proposed €1.5 
million “Solidarity Fund” intended to provide financial support to member 
clubs ahead of the 2025 elections. According to the report, the fund was 
announced without prior consultation with the Audit Committee, and its 
financial justification and disbursement criteria were not made public. 
When the committee members requested clarification, they were 
removed from their positions by the Senate with the approval of 
President Ben Sulayem. No official explanation or documentation was 
released regarding either their dismissal or the governance procedures 
underpinning the fund. The episode was widely interpreted as a signal 
that internal financial oversight would not be tolerated when it 
challenged politically sensitive initiatives, illustrating how information 
control and selective disclosure serve to protect executive prerogatives 
rather than enable accountability (The Times, 2024). 
 
Furthermore, in March 2024, the FIA’s Ethics Committee cleared 
President Mohammed Ben Sulayem of allegations that he interfered in 
race management decisions during the 2023 Formula 1 season. 
Specifically, claims emerged that he pressured stewards to overturn a 
penalty against Fernando Alonso and to block the certification of the Las 
Vegas Grand Prix circuit. According to Reuters (2024a), the investigation 
concluded within days and without any public disclosure of its 
methodology, evidence, or deliberations.  
 
The lack of transparency prompted calls from several teams and 
stakeholders, including McLaren chief executive Zak Brown, for greater 
clarity on how such cases are handled and for stronger institutional 
safeguards against presidential interference. Later that month, ESPN 
(2024) reported that Susie Wolff, managing director of the F1 Academy 
and spouse of Mercedes team principal Toto Wolff, filed a criminal 
complaint in France against the FIA over its handling of an inquiry into an 
alleged conflict of interest between the Wolffs and Formula One 
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Management. The complaint alleged that the FIA’s swift initiation and 
subsequent closure of the case violated due process and lacked 
accountability. The Ethics Committee had announced that there was “no 
ongoing investigation” less than 48 hours after the story broke, again 
without publishing supporting information.  
 
These cases highlight the practical consequences of structurally 
dependent oversight: investigations into senior leadership remain 
opaque, insulated from independent scrutiny, and ultimately controlled 
by the very executive authority they are meant to oversee. 
 

OPAQUE INTERNAL PROCEDURES 
 

The FIA’s governance system is marked by procedural opacity, which 
further consolidates the President’s already extensive executive power. 
Transparency is not applied uniformly across the organisation’s activities 
but rather concentrated in areas that pose little risk to executive 
authority. Where disclosure could empower members to question 
decisions or monitor accountability, procedures remain opaque. This 
pattern ensures that knowledge about how power is exercised - who 
decides, on what basis, and with what consequences - remains 
concentrated within the presidential circle. Consequently, the 
management of information risks becoming an instrument of political 
control: transparency can be strategically limited to preserve authority 
and discourage scrutiny. 
 
The FIA publicly communicates a considerable amount of material, giving 
the appearance of openness. It maintains a detailed register of member 
federations, releases Activity Reports highlighting initiatives and 
achievements, and publishes audited financial statements. These 
outputs, however, are descriptive rather than explanatory. They inform 
the reader about what the FIA does, but not how or why decisions are 
made. No systematic reporting exists on deliberations, voting behaviour, 
or the rationale behind the allocation of resources. As a result, 
transparency serves a legitimising rather than an accountability function: 
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it signals professionalism without exposing the internal dynamics of 
authority. 
 
The absence of documentation on internal decision-making (such as 
agendas and minutes of the General Assembly, Senate, and World 
Councils) means that members and stakeholders are unable to 
reconstruct the reasoning behind institutional or policy choices. This 
deprives them of the information necessary to hold the President and 
the executive bodies to account. Similarly, the lack of disclosure 
regarding remuneration, conflict-of-interest management, and risk 
assessments shields those in power from external evaluation. The 
Presidency thus operates in an informational environment it can manage 
and curate, defining both the content and the boundaries of what 
becomes public knowledge. 
 
The absence of a coherent, regularly updated multi-year strategy 
document further strengthens this discretion, as priorities can be 
adapted without formal consultation or measurable benchmarks. In such 
a system, information asymmetry may function as a structural resource: 
it limits internal resistance, prevents effective oversight, and consolidates 
authority at the top. In the absence of routine disclosure, external and 
internal stakeholders are deprived of the information necessary to 
evaluate compliance with the FIA’s own rules, while independent 
oversight bodies – which, as noted, are already structurally dependent on 
the President - lack the transparency required to hold leadership 
accountable.  
 
These dynamics have been illustrated in recent years through cases 
where the management of information itself became a political 
instrument. The Guardian (2025), for instance, detailed the resignation of 
Deputy President Robert Reid, who described a culture of limited 
disclosure that prevented meaningful oversight of executive actions. In 
another instance, The Race (2024) covered how key statute amendments 
- approved at the 2024 General Assembly in Macau - were circulated 
without accompanying documentation, leaving member federations 
unable to scrutinise their implications before the vote. Together, these 
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episodes exemplify how selective transparency and information 
asymmetry reinforce the President’s dominance: decisions are formally 
reported but rarely justified, committees are informed but not 
empowered, and disclosure serves to legitimise authority rather than to 
enable scrutiny. 
 

LACK OF DEMOCRATIC PARTICIPATION 
 
The FIA’s decision-making system provides few opportunities for 
meaningful stakeholder participation, reinforcing the concentration of 
power in the Presidency. Participation mechanisms for key 
constituencies like drivers appear ad hoc and merely consultative, 
depriving the organisation not only of diverse input but also limiting 
leadership accountability. This weakens the organisation’s capacity to 
reflect the perspectives of those affected by its policies and leaves the 
Presidency and executive administration as the primary arbiters of 
sporting and regulatory priorities.  
 
A recent controversy vividly illustrates this dynamic. In late 2024, several 
Formula 1 drivers, through the Grand Prix Drivers’ Association (GPDA), 
called on the FIA to disclose how the fines imposed on competitors are 
used, noting that no financial transparency or reinvestment reports had 
been published for several years. Rather than engaging with these 
concerns, President Mohammed Ben Sulayem publicly rebuked the 
drivers, asserting that the matter was “none of their business” and urging 
them to “focus on racing” instead (Motorsport Week, 2024). The 
exchange underscored how stakeholder engagement within the FIA 
remains conditional on presidential discretion rather than 
institutionalised dialogue. The lack of structured consultation 
mechanisms leaves the Presidency and its executive administration as 
the sole arbiters of regulatory and sporting priorities, limiting both 
participatory legitimacy and the organisation’s responsiveness to those 
directly affected by its decisions. 
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The FIA’s results can be usefully contextualised by comparing them with 
the governance scores of other international sport federations assessed 
in earlier rounds of the Sports Governance Observer (SGO) (see Tables 2 
and 3). While the FIA’s data reflect the most recent 2024–2025 
evaluation, the other federations were assessed in 2018 (Geeraert, 2018) 
and 2019 (Alm, 2019). These earlier results do not necessarily reflect the 
current status quo of the respective organisations, but they provide a 
valuable benchmark for comparison. 
 
The federations assessed in 2018 were: 

• Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) – 61% 
• Fédération Internationale de Natation (FINA) – 24% 
• Fédération Internationale de Volleyball (FIVB) – 44% 
• International Handball Federation (IHF) – 37% 
• International Tennis Federation (ITF) – 29% 

 
The federations assessed in 2019 were: 

• Fédération Équestre Internationale (FEI) – 83% 
• Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG) – 47% 
• Fédération Internationale de Ski (FIS) – 74% 
• International Biathlon Union (IBU) – 39% 
• International Ice Hockey Federation (IIHF) – 48% 
• International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF, now World 

Athletics) – 41% 
 
  

Comparative 
analysis 
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Table 2: FIA and five international federations (surveyed in 2018) compared on the 57 SGO principles4 

  Principle FIA FIFA IAAF FINA IHF ITF 

Tr
an

sp
ar

en
cy

 

1. Legal and policy documents  100% 75% 75% 75% 75% 
2. General assembly agenda and minutes  75% 0% 25% 50% 100% 
3. Board and committee decisions  67% 33% 0% 0% 33% 
4. Board member information  33% 17% 17% 33% 17% 
5. Information on member federations  100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
6. Annual general activity report  60% 0% 0% 0% 60% 
7. Financial statements  100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 
8. Remuneration reports and regulations  100% 0% 50% 0% 50% 
9. Conflicts of interest and risk assessment  0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
10. Strategic plan  50% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
11. Allocated funds  67% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

De
m

oc
ra

tic
 p

ro
ce

ss
es

 

12. Clear election procedures  100% 100% 25% 75% 75% 
13. Competitive elections  67% 75% 25% 75% 0% 
14. Nomination committee  75% 75% 0% 50% 0% 
15. Board and general assembly quorums  25% 50% 50% 75% 75% 
16. Term limits  67% 67% 67% 0% 67% 
17. Member representation  75% 50% 50% 50% 75% 
18. Regular board meetings  50% 67% 0% 67% 33% 
19. Athletes’ participation  50% 50% 25% 75% 25% 
20. Referees’ participation  50% 50% 0% 50% 0% 
21. Coaches’ participation  25% 50% 25% 50% 25% 
22. Volunteers’ participation  0% 25% 0% 0% 0% 
23. Employees’ participation  25% 50% 0% 0% 0% 
24. Gender equality policy  50% 50% 0% 17% 33% 

In
te

rn
al

 a
cc

ou
nt

ab
ili

ty
 

25. The general assembly supervises the board  45% 45% 9% 18% 0% 
26. Board resignation procedures  0% 80% 0% 40% 20% 
27. Board eligibility rules  86% 57% 29% 57% 29% 
28. Clear governance structure  75% 50% 50% 63% 13% 
29. The board supervises management  17% 50% 33% 50% 0% 
30. Internal audit committee  100% 67% 67% 17% 0% 
31. Regular corruption risk assessment  67% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
32. Financial control system  

 
14% 0% 71% 29% 

33. Open tenders for major contracts  67% 0% 0% 67% 33% 
34. Objective event allocation procedure  80% 40% 0% 40% #DEEL/0! 
35. Annual board self-evaluation  0% 0% 0% 33% 0% 
36. External audit  100% 67% 33% 100% 0% 
37. Code of conduct  91% 91% 73% 82% 64% 
38. Conflict of interest procedures  20% 60% 40% 60% 40% 
39. Enforcement of code of ethics  100% 17% 33% 33% 17% 
40. Internal complaints procedure  75% 75% 0% 50% 50% 
41. Whistle-blower protection rules  100% 33% 33% 67% 67% 
42. Internal appeals procedure  100% 56% 56% 44% 56% 
43. Independent board members  0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

So
ci

et
al

 re
sp

on
sib

ili
ty

 

44. Governance consulting for members  57% 57% 29% 71% 0% 
45. Mitigating health risks of sport  67% 50% 33% 50% 0% 
46. Sexual harassment policy  67% 58% 25% 33% 25% 
47. Anti-doping policy  71% 86% 57% 86% 57% 
48. Social inclusion policy  57% 29% 0% 0% 0% 
49. Anti-discrimination policy  73% 36% 27% 36% 27% 
50. Gender equality policy  83% 50% 0% 50% 33% 
51. Anti-match-fixing policy  80% 70% 40% 70% 60% 
52. Environmental sustainability policy  80% 40% 0% 0% 0% 
53. Dual careers policy  17% 0% 0% 0% 0% 
54. Sport for all policy  50% 50% 17% 33% 0% 
55. Athletes’ rights policy  40% #DEEL/0! #DEEL/0! 40% #DEEL/0! 
56. Human rights policy  89% 33% 0% 11% 0% 
56. Corruption controls as funding requirement  33% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

 
Not relevant Not fulfilled Weak Moderate Good Very good 

 0-19 % 20-39 % 40-59 % 60-79 % 80-100 % 

 
4 The scores for the five federations were drawn from Geeraert (2018). Layout courtesy of Play the Game. 
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Table 3: FIA and six international federations (surveyed in 2019) compared on the 57 SGO principles 5 

  Principle FIA FEI  FIG  FIS  FIVB  IBU  IIHF  

Tr
an

sp
ar

en
cy

 

1. Legal and policy documents  100%  67%  100%  100%  100%  75%  
2. General assembly agenda and minutes  100%  100%  100%  0%  0%  40%  
3. Board and committee decisions  67%  100%  100%  67%  67%  0%  
4. Board member information  100%  100%  100%  25%  33%  40%  
5. Information on member federations  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
6. Annual general activity report  100%  50%  100%  100%  0%  100%  
7. Financial statements  100%  0%  100%  0%  0%  100%  
8. Remuneration reports and regulations  50%  50%  100%  100%  0%  40%  
9. Conflicts of interest and risk assessment  50%  0%  50%  0%  0%  0%  
10. Strategic plan  50%  0%  25%  0%  0%  0%  
11. Allocated funds  67%  67%  100%  0%  0%  0%  

De
m

oc
ra

tic
 p

ro
ce

ss
es

 

12. Clear election procedures  100%  100%  100%  67%  100%  75%  
13. Competitive elections  100%  67%  25%  50%  33%  0%  
14. Nomination committee  100%  0%  0%  0%  0%  0%  
15. Board and general assembly quorums  67%  50%  25%  50%  33%  50%  
16. Term limits  67%  25%  0%  0%  0%  25%  
17. Member representation  100%  50%  67%  67%  50%  75%  
18. Regular board meetings  100%  0%  50%  25%  33%  0%  
19. Athletes’ participation  67%  50%  100%  50%  67%  50%  
20. Referees’ participation  67%  50%  67%  25%  67%  50%  
21. Coaches’ participation  50%  25%  50%  25%  67%  50%  
22. Volunteers’ participation  25%  0%  50%  0%  50%  0%  
23. Employees’ participation  67%  25%  50%  0%  100%  0%  
24. Gender equality policy  100%  50%  67%  25%  0%  25%  

In
te

rn
al

 a
cc

ou
nt

ab
ili

ty
 

25. General assembly supervises the board  100%  50%  50%  50%  50%  25%  
26. Board resignation procedures  100%  67%  50%  100%  100%  60%  
27. Board eligibility rules  100%  67%  50%  71%  67%  100%  
28. Clear governance structure  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
29. The board supervises management  100%  50%  50%  25%  50%  50%  
30. Internal audit committee  100%  0%  100%  50%  67%  100%  
31. Regular corruption risk assessment  100%  0%  100%  0%  0%  25%  
32. Financial control system  100%  25%  67%  50%  0%  50%  
33. Open tenders for major contracts  100%  0%  100%  0%  0%  0%  
34. Objective event allocation procedure  67%  0%  100%  50%  25%  100%  
35. Annual board self-evaluation  0%  0%  0%  0%  0%  0%  
36. External audit  100%  67%  67%  71%  25%  100%  
37. Code of conduct  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  100%  
38. Conflict of interest procedures  100%  50%  67%  50%  71%  60%  
39. Enforcement of code of ethics  100%  100%  100%  71%  100%  60%  
40. Internal complaints procedure  100%  100%  67%  100%  100%  100%  
41. Whistle-blower protection rules  67%  100%  100%  71%  71%  25%  
42. Internal appeals procedure  100%  100%  100%  100%  71%  100%  
43. Independent board members  0%  0%  0%  0%  0%  0%  

So
ci

et
al

 re
sp

on
sib

ili
ty

 

44. Governance consulting for members  100%  0%  100%  50%  0%  100%  
45. Mitigating health risks of sport  100%  100%  100%  71%  0%  100%  
46. Sexual harassment policy  100%  100%  100%  50%  50%  50%  
47. Anti-doping policy  100%  100%  100%  71%  100%  100%  
48. Social inclusion policy  100%  100%  100%  50%  0%  50%  
49. Anti-discrimination policy  67%  55%  100%  71%  50%  50%  
50. Gender equality policy  100%  25%  67%  25%  71%  25%  
51. Anti-match-fixing policy  100%  25%  100%  100%  71%  71%  
52. Environmental sustainability policy  100%  0%  100%  25%  0%  50%  
53. Dual careers policy  50%  0%  100%  0%  0%  0%  
54. Sport for all policy  100%  100%  100%  25%  0%  100%  
55. Athletes’ rights policy   

  
   

0%    0%  
  

56. Human rights policy  0%  0%  50%  0%  0%  0%  
56. Controls as funding requirement        

 
Not relevant Not fulfilled Weak Moderate Good Very good 

 0-19 % 20-39 % 40-59 % 60-79 % 80-100 % 

 
5 The scores for the six federations were drawn from Alm (2019). Layout courtesy of Play the Game. 
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OVERALL POSITION 
 
With an SGO index score of 45%, the FIA ranks among the middle-
performing federations in the sector (see Figure 2). It scores well above 
weakly governed federations such as FINA (24%), ITF (29%), and IHF 
(37%), but is far behind the stronger performers like FEI (83%) and FIS 
(74%). Its performance is broadly comparable to FIVB (44%), FIG (47%), 
and IIHF (48%). What characterised these organisations at the time of 
measurement was that they had adopted the formal trappings of 
modern governance (e.g., statutes, committees, and ethics rules) but still 
lacked the crucial components needed to ensure those structures 
operated effectively. Such organisations particularly tend to resist the 
introduction of meaningful checks on executive authority. This is hardly 
surprising, as internal reform is often constrained by decision-makers 
who have a vested interest in preserving their own discretion (Geeraert, 
2019). 

Figure 2: FIA’s SGO index score in a comparative perspective  

 

 
 
 

TRANSPARENCY 
 

The FIA’s transparency score of 41% places it above weak performers 
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federations like the FEI (2019), which demonstrated far more 
comprehensive disclosure practices (see Figure 3). Unlike the FEI, which 
systematically publishes General Assembly minutes, detailed board 
member biographies, voting outcomes, and remuneration policies, the 
FIA discloses only basic structural and financial information. Its 
transparency is largely limited to the publication of statutes, annual 
activity reports, and externally audited financial statements, with no 
public access to meeting records, decision rationales, or compensation 
frameworks. Benchmark organisations complement financial reporting 
with accessible documentation on governance procedures, conflict-of-
interest declarations, and election results, enabling stakeholders to trace 
how decisions are made and by whom. Again, this illustrates the difficulty 
of implementing structured reporting mechanisms that would enhance 
external scrutiny of executive authority.  

Figure 3: FIA’s SGO transparency index score in comparative perspective  

 

 
 

DEMOCRACY 
 

With a score of 51% on the democracy dimension, the FIA performs 
better than federations with historically weak democratic provisions, 
such as the IHF (37%) and ITF (29%), but it still trails significantly behind 
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organisations like FIFA (61%) and especially the FEI (79%) (Geeraert, 2018; 
Alm, 2019; see Figure 4).  
 
The FIA scores better than notoriously weakly governed federations 
because it has implemented a baseline level of good governance across 
its democratic structures. Nevertheless, this also demonstrates how the 
quality of democratic processes critically shapes core elements such as 
competitive elections, open deliberations, and stakeholder participation. 
A key example is the FIA’s Nominations Committee: its mere existence 
contributes to a higher score than federations such as FINA or the ITF. 
Yet, because the Committee lacks independence, it can be 
instrumentalised as a gatekeeping mechanism that limits potential 
challengers to the FIA leadership. 
 
By contrast, FEI distinguishes itself not simply by holding elections or 
maintaining the appearance of safeguards, but by ensuring that their 
electoral frameworks at least promote competition, inclusiveness, and 
effective oversight. It has established a formally independent nomination 
committees, transparent candidate disclosure procedures, and formal 
integrity checks, all of which help prevent executive capture. It publishes 
information on vacancies and candidate eligibility well in advance, 
provides equal access to electoral information, and structurally involves 
athletes in their governance processes. Several federations also apply 
stricter term limits and diversity requirements, ensuring periodic 
leadership renewal and broader representation. 
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Figure 4: FIA’s SGO democracy index score in comparative perspective  

 

 
 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

With a score of 41% on accountability, the FIA occupies the moderate 
range - outperforming only FINA (24%) and the ITF (29%), but lagging 
behind stronger federations assessed in the Sports Governance Observer 
studies (Geeraert, 2018; Alm, 2019; see Figure 5). The results highlight 
the difficulty of self-imposing meaningful checks on executive authority 
(Geeraert, 2019). Compared with stronger performers, core mechanisms 
such as an independent internal audit committee or corruption risk 
assessments are virtually absent.  
 
Yet the scores also show the need for close scrutiny of those 
accountability measures the FIA has implemented. A case in point is the 
enforcement of the Code of Ethics: the Ethics Committee implements 
many elements associated with best practice, like a defined mandate to 
receive complaints, investigate breaches, and impose minor sanctions 
such as reprimands. It can act ex officio or on complaint, and its members 
are appointed by the General Assembly - which explains the FIA’s 
relatively high mark on this principle. However, this high score masks 
significant weaknesses: Committee members are nominated by bodies 
closely linked to the Presidency, which also retains discretionary 
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influence over investigations, severely restricting the Committee’s 
independence in practice. The case of FIA therefore highlights how 
organisations that formally implement institutional checks can add 
institutional layers that render those checks largely ineffective. 
 
While the FIA’s statutes formally codify a separation of powers between 
legislative, executive, and judicial functions, this principle is not matched 
by sufficiently independent oversight mechanisms or systematic 
compliance monitoring. Benchmark organisations such as the FEI have 
introduced formally independent audit and ethics committees, periodic 
governance reviews, and public compliance reporting, ensuring that 
executive decisions are subject to external or semi-independent scrutiny. 
They also define clear procedures for managing conflicts of interest, 
publish decisions and disciplinary outcomes, and make the functioning of 
judicial bodies transparent. These features enable a continuous 
accountability loop that both deters misconduct and strengthens 
institutional legitimacy. 

Figure 5: FIA’s SGO internal accountability index score in comparative perspective  
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structured policies in this area in 2018 (Geeraert, 2018; see Figure 6). 
The FIA has taken significant steps in sustainability, where it operates 
within a strategic framework and publishes progress through the 
Environmental Strategy 2020–2030 and related reporting. These measures 
demonstrate a growing awareness of its social and environmental 
footprint. 
 
However, compared to stronger performers such as the FEI (2019) and 
FIFA, the FIA’s approach remains narrow. Leading federations have 
integrated broader social responsibility objectives into their governance 
frameworks - covering athlete rights, human rights, equality and 
inclusion, and dual-career support - and they also routinely evaluate 
policy impact through independent audits or stakeholder consultations. 
The FEI, for example, complements sustainability reporting with explicit 
commitments to athlete welfare and safeguarding, supported by policy 
documents and training mechanisms. By contrast, the FIA lacks formal 
policies on human rights, athlete welfare, and dual careers, and does not 
systematically consult athletes or other affected groups in the design or 
assessment of its social policies. 

Figure 6: FIA’s SGO societal responsibility index score in comparative perspective  
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This study finds that while the FIA has adopted broad formal features of 
modern governance, its institutional framework lacks the safeguards 
needed to prevent the concentration of power and ensure effective 
policies. Across all four dimensions of the Sports Governance Observer 
(i.e., transparency, democracy, accountability, and societal responsibility) 
the FIA achieves only moderate scores. The results point to a consistent 
pattern: the FIA has not institutionalised the mechanisms that distribute 
authority, enable independent oversight, or ensure meaningful 
participation. 
 
The analysis shows that the FIA’s governance system is not merely 
vulnerable to the concentration of power; it is designed in ways that 
make such concentration inevitable. The President simultaneously chairs 
the World Motor Sport Council, the World Council for Automobile 
Mobility and Tourism, and the Senate, while overlapping memberships 
between executive and oversight bodies blur the separation of powers. 
The electoral system is centred on a restrictive presidential list and an 
opaque Nomination Committee, which further limits competition and 
reinforces incumbency. Oversight committees lack independence, and 
key processes, such as ethics investigations and audit reviews, remain 
under presidential influence. 
 
Transparency gaps compound these structural weaknesses. Limited 
access to minutes, decisions, and financial information prevents 
stakeholders from understanding how power is exercised, while the 
absence of clear accountability procedures leaves misconduct largely to 
internal discretion. Without institutional counterweights or participatory 
mechanisms, the FIA’s governance depends heavily on the personal 
integrity of its leadership rather than on systemic safeguards. 

Conclusion  
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Moreover, social responsibility largely remains a reputational tool rather 
than a governance function. While the FIA has made visible progress in 
areas such as environmental sustainability, road safety, and anti-doping, 
its approach remains narrow rather than systemic. The organisation’s 
initiatives lack the institutionalisation, stakeholder input, and 
accountability mechanisms that characterise good practice in other 
federations. There are still no formal policies on human rights, athlete 
welfare, or gender equality, and the absence of participatory structures 
prevents affected groups from influencing policy development.  
 
If the FIA is to achieve genuine reform, it must redesign its governance 
architecture. This requires independent oversight bodies with real 
authority, transparent and competitive elections, and clear lines of 
responsibility and reporting across executive and supervisory entities. At 
the same time, the FIA should institutionalise stakeholder participation 
and deliberation, embrace transparent reporting and strategic planning, 
and adopt comprehensive policies on integrity, equality, and human 
rights. Addressing these foundational issues is essential for transforming 
the FIA’s governance from a leadership-centred system into one that 
aligns institutional authority with its broader organisational mission and 
societal responsibilities.  
 
This kind of substantial reform is unlikely to originate from within. The 
most credible external impetus for change lies with the member clubs, 
which have the institutional authority to demand stronger governance. In 
parallel, many of the FIA’s most prominent corporate partners are bound 
by the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), which 
requires them to identify and disclose governance and integrity risks in 
their partnerships, including the types of risks exposed in this report. 
These dynamics create the opportunity to drive the reforms the FIA 
urgently needs. 
 
Ultimately, power, like speed, needs brakes. And until the FIA installs 
them, control will remain concentrated in the hands of a single driver. 
That might work in a racing car, but it is how international sport 
federations inevitably go off the track. 
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