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Decision time: 2026 World Cup

The 2026 World Cup in Canada,
Mexaco and the Ursted States meght
st be one of those flagship events
that beams a signal far beyond the
reaims of sport, media and marketng
Mass vaCCination roll-outs
notwithstanding, COVID-19 and its
consequential fall-out will be a facior
n daily ke around the globe for many
months and amost certainly years 1o
O,
No one dare be caught Quessing
when stadia will return 10 full capacity
FIFA presadent Gianni Infanting has
emisioned such a blue sky dream lor
next year's World Cup in Qatar but,
whatever hes legal qualihcations, hes
bona fides a5 soothsayer or virologest
are hmited
By the time society is infected
by a sense ol security, rather than
coronaarus, the expanded 2026
World Cup & more likly 10 be the
all-encompassing intefnational
spectacie o parade a “new normal”
This paints an extra gloss on the
United States’ own internal contest
among the 17 cities chasing ten
hasting slots for the first finals 10
feature 48 teams and B0 matches
FIFAS goverrang council decides late
thes year
Mexico's three cities will almost
certamly be Mexico City, Guadalajara
and Monterrey Canada will present
Edmonton and Toronto but Montreal
s now doubtiul after the Quebec

government caught Inght at the cost

already pulled out on cost grounds.

This might just open up an Tlth
slot for the US of course gven that
Seattle, up in the far north-wesL
is anly 100 mies from the border
and might be an eager geographical
substitute. That would be rather
embarmassing for Vicior Montaghani
since the president of host
confederation CONCACAF
& hemsel! Canadian

The venues lottery might aiready
have been sorted had it not been for
the icy gnp of the pandemic, which
froze the city selection process
Onlsne workshops were wrapped
up last July but COVID controls
prevented FIFA foliowing up with

specialists. No role any longer for the
greedy fat cats of the old exto, who
profited 50 richly from the poser of
batlot-box patronage

The three-way bid was handed
hosting nghts by FIFA Congress
in Moscow in 2018, Viciory was
achieved with a decisive 134-65
first round knoCkout over perennal
bedders Morocco. It was probably the
exsiest World Cup award congress
has ever had 10 make.

A few critics havered over the

The expanded 2026 World Cup 1s more likely to be
the all-encompassing international spectacle to
parade a "new normal”

Monitreal, thinking back o the
financially dsastrous 1976 Olympics,
does have painful history Tourism
minkster Caroline Proulx said the
government “would have been
happy 2nd ready o support the
hosting of the FIFA World Cup in
Montreal juntd] the estimated costs
doubled from $50 1o $103 mékon”
Vancouver, which hosted the 2015
Women's World Cup final, has
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distances volved in 2 tournament
straddiing Latin and North America.
But the medeage is no greater than
Branl in 2004 or Russia in 2018
and. happiy the ransport oplions
ane in 2 totally different class.

As sedection overseer Dan Flynn
said “One of the many strengths of
our unified bad was the wealth of
workd-class cibes and venues that
would make spactacular hosts

That is especially true here in the US
with 17 cibes that offer everything you'd
want and néed for the first 48-nation
FIFA World Cup in history”

S0 roll on the internal US bidding
battie. The hopetul 17 include seven
which played host in 1994 when
the US flew solo: Los Angeles, San
Francisco, New York, Dallas, Orlando,
Boston and Washington DC. Out of the
reckoning this tame around ane Checago
and Pontiac. Hoping 10 jumg aboard
are Seattie, Denver, Kansas City,
Cincinnati, Houston, Nashwille, Atlanta,
Mearmu, Philadelphia and Baltmore

FIFA, for reasons not ondy of cost
but 1o appease the green lobby, s
expected 1o return 10 the once-denced
chisters contept. France scrapped this
in 1998 because Michel Platini, then
the local organmsing president, believed
it unfair that only one or two Cibes
should host supersiar Weams in the
group stage; hence the carousel
Systern which kept everyone guddily
(and expensively) on the move.

This was the same Platind whose
eco-getying, fan-unfriendly brainsionm
saddied his UEFA successors with the
12-nation nightmare of Euro 2020

A glance at the map of US hopeluls
offers up several obwious regonal
head-o-heads. That means Dallas or
Houston in Texas and Miami of Orlando
in Florida. The Florida wanner would be
a tidy cluster partner for Atlanta, one
of the most prosperous of US cties
with the country’s Dusiest airporn and a
successiul MLS team (though the Latter
5 not an essential prenequisine). That

Both MLS and the NBA staged thesr
Meturm=-D=-AC 0N DUrnaments at
Desney’s Wide World of Sports facility
As bidd leader Jason Segel says: “We
have a great story: we are the number
ong tourist destination in the US and we
have sport in our DNA. We uck all the
FIFA bowes”

Orlando may have everything in place
but legacy s always an important facior
for FIFA. This 5 a factor pushed by
Baltimore-Maryand n créating its own
venue identity beyond the shadow of
Washengton DC some 40 miles away

Terrance Hasselting, president of
Baltimore-Maryland 2026, says: "We're
set up as an ideal city for FIFA. We have
a great soccer culture but we also know
that the legacy of hosting the Worid
Cup will have an impact on our city like
no other event. | think US Soccer and

FIFA see Baltimore as a hidden gem.
They could make an impact for soccer
here like no other city among the 17

"Were here o compete at the highest
levei and create strategies that are not
only good for soccer but for city and
the state We want to make sure the
platforms we estabish toddy e wedl
beyond the World Cup soccer games”

The label soccer was of Englsh or
Scottsh provenance and drawm from
*association” 10 destinguith the game
from “rugger”, either by Charies Alcock
of Lord Kinnaird back in the days when
the Football Association was all there
WS

Snooty tradibonalists abroad sl
look down their nose at the US' soccer
hertage. But the game's popularity
at grassroots level is phenomenal
and it also provides a novel and rare
opportunity lor 3 Sports-koving publc
0 root for a US navonal team. That is
impossible with Amencan football or
basketball That exctement of an
nernational team identity helps explan
why US TV bankrolis the Olympics.

In Russia three years ago. the highest
number of foreign tickets was sold in
the US (BB.B25) The 1994 World Cup
still holds the record for gross and
average atendances (357m and
68.626) even though it “only” featured
24 eams. Those records will be
surpassed easily in 2026,

How inonic if, after the wesrd wanter
World Cup in Qatar in the hopetully
receding shadow of COVID, it is up
1o Amenca to make the World Cup

great again



