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Sports as a Mirror and Catalyst for Change

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) President 
Thomas Bach anticipated the 2024 Paris Olympics to 
engage half of the world’s population, demonstrating 
the unparalleled global influence of sports.1 This vast 
reach makes sports a vital platform for addressing soci-
etal challenges, including one of humanity’s oldest and 
most persistent hatreds: antisemitism. However, for 
sports to serve as a model for other domains it must 
confront and resolve its own challenge of entrenched 
antisemitism. The 2023 EU Survey of Jewish People, 
conducted by the European Union Agency for Funda-
mental Rights, highlights the scale of the problem: 18 
percent of offline encounters with antisemitism were 
linked to sports events, up from 11 percent in 2018.2  
This increase is especially noteworthy given that the 
survey was conducted before Hamas’ attack on Isra-
el on October 07, 2023, and the subsequent wars in 
Gaza and Lebanon.3 Since then, antisemitism has been 
surging globally, with Israel-related antisemitism at 
the forefront.4 This trend is evident within the sports 
world as well, as seen in the pogrom-like attacks on 
Israeli football fans in Amsterdam on November 07, 
2024.5 In light of these dire developments, there is an 
urgent need for systemic changes within sports to fos-
ter inclusivity and help combat antisemitism in all of its 
forms and manifestations. 

Case Study Football

Undoubtedly, football is one of the most popular 
sports in the world. Over 240 million people are es-
timated to be registered players, with fan participa-
tion being in the billions.6 Unfortunately, within the 
broader sports landscape, football is also a hotbed 
for antisemitism: In 2021, a study conducted by Mak-
kabi Deutschland examined the specific risk factors 
increasing the likelihood of experiencing an antise-
mitic incident as a Makkabi athlete in Germany. Foot-

ball players from Makkabi Deutschland were eighteen 
times more likely to experience an antisemitic inci-
dent compared to members of other Makkabi sports 
divisions.7 Further evidence of football’s centrality 
emerged from a Europe-wide survey published in Oc-
tober 2024.8 In this survey, 69 percent of representa-
tives of Jewish organizations deemed antisemitism in 
football as either a very big (54 percent) or fairly big 
(16 percent) problem.9 No other sport was seen as 
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having a similarly significant problem with antisem-
itism.10 

It is important to note how antisemitism permeates 
all levels of the sport: In Great Britain, players as 
young as 7 years old have become victims.11 By ad-
dressing these challenges head-on, football has the 
opportunity to set a powerful example. Its efforts 
could provide a valuable lessons for smaller-scale 
sports, equipping them with the tools to effectively 
fight antisemitism.

Fighting Antisemitism at Elite vs.
Amateur Levels

Given football’s global significance and the pervasive 
presence of antisemitism within the sport, a range of 
initiatives have been established to address the issue. 
To assess their effectiveness and identify key gaps 
that require urgent attention, it is crucial to distin-
guish between the elite and amateur levels, as each 
is shaped by unique dynamics and marked by signifi-
cant resource disparities.

At the elite level, a recognition of the International 
Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) Working 
Definition of Antisemitsm by many top leagues and 
clubs is a commendable step which sets a strong 
precedent.12 Indeed, it is imperative that the Spanish 
La Liga and the French Ligue 1 follow the example set 
by the English Premier League, the German Football 
League (DFL) and the Italian Serie A, so that all five 
of Europe’s top football leagues adopt the defini-
tion.13/14/15 

Such a unified approach would not only send a pow-
erful message of solidarity in the fight against an-
tisemitism, but also reinforce the sport’s dedication 
to inclusivity and fair play on the biggest stage. Insti-
tutionalisation creates commitment! 

At the elite level, significant efforts are underway to 
address antisemitism within the fan scene, which 
European Jewish organizations and football stake-
holders have identified as one of the most significant 
sources of the problem.16 The following cases can 
serve as best practice examples. 

These clubs demonstrate that a firm stance against 
antisemitism within fan communities is achievable 
when adequate resources are dedicated to sustained 
antisemitism-critical work. To expand the impact, 
clubs with the necessary resources should follow suit 
by appointing dedicated fan representatives along-
side internal antisemitism commissioners. Such initia-
tives would foster a structured, long-term approach 
to addressing antisemitism within football. 

Unfortunately, existing commendable efforts are fre-
quently undermined by institutional failures. A recent 
example is the Union of European Football Asocia-
tions’ (UEFA) decision not to penalize Paris Saint-Ger-
main after the club’s supporters unveiled a gigantic 
antisemitic banner in the Champions League group 
match against Atlético Madrid on November 06, 
2024.23 Concretely, the displayed 50x20-meter “Free 
Palestine” banner featured imagery like a blood-
stained Palestinian flag, a man resembling a terrorist 
with a bloodstained keffiyeh, Jerusalem’s Dome of 
the Rock, as well as a map erasing the State of Isra-
el, covering it with the pattern of a keffiyeh instead.24  
The banner was described by French Interior Minister 
Bruno Retailleau as “unacceptable” and by Yonathan 

Combating Antisemitism within the Fan 
Scene: Best Practice Examples

The German Bundesliga club Borussia Dort-
mund provides an exemplary model regarding 
the combat against antisemitism within the fan 
scene, actively working to address Israel-relat-
ed antisemitism specifically.17 Following Hamas’ 
attack on Israel on October 07, 2023, the club 
offered workshops for fans on the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict.18 Additionally, relatives of the 
hostages were repeatedly invited to the stadi-
um by both the club and fans.19 

Likewise, Werder Bremen maintains an exem-
plary exchange with the Jewish community 
and follows similar approaches.20 In tribute to 
Hersh Goldberg-Polin, an Israeli Werder fan 
murdered by Hamas while in captivity, Werd-
er fans presented a moving choreography at a 
home match.21 A banner read: “Shalom, Salam, 
Peace – May your memory be a revolution, achi 
(Hebrew for ‘my brother’).”22
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Arfi, President of the Representative Council of Jew-
ish Institutions in France, as “scandalous.”25

Article 16e of the 2024 UEFA Disciplinary Regulations 
prohibits “the use of gestures, words, objects or any 
other means to transmit a provocative message that 
is not fit for a sports event; particularly provocative 
messages that are of a political, ideological, religious 
or offensive nature”.26 Nevertheless, UEFA chose not 
to take action as the banner was not deemed provoc-
ative.27 

This decision sets a dangerous precedent, normaliz-
ing antisemitism under the guise of freedom of ex-
pression and undermining broader efforts to tackle 
antisemitism. Accordingly, public and political pres-
sure must be exerted on UEFA to ensure the enforce-
ment of its own regulations, recognizing antisemitism 
in all of its forms and manifestations. Furthermore, 
national legal mechanisms, such as anti-incitement 
laws, should be invoked where UEFA fails to act.28/29

That said, institutional blindness is not the sole chal-
lenge in elite football. Harmful individual actions by 
professional players have also contributed to the 
spread of antisemitism, particularly in the wake of 
Hamas’ attack on Israel on October 07, 2023. For ex-
ample, in France, OGC Nice defender Youcef Atal re-
posted a video on October 08, 2023 in which a Pales-
tinian preacher threatened Israel with a “black day”.30  
Similarly, in Germany, Noussair Mazraoui, then-de-
fender of FC Bayern Munich, wished “victory” to the 
Palestinians mid-October 2023 on Instagram.31

Interestingly, these incidents were handled very dif-
ferently. In France, Youcef Atal faced swift and de-
cisive action: his club immediately suspended him, 
the league imposed a seven-match ban, and local 
authorities opened a legal probe.32/33 In addition, the 
International League Against Racism and Anti-Semi-
tism and the Jewish Observatory brough civil actions 
against Atal.34 Ultimately, a court in Nice found Atal 
guilty and handed him an 8-month suspended pris-
on sentence as well as a 45,000-euro fine.35 In stark 
contrast, Bayern Munich refrained from imposing any 
sanctions on Noussair Mazraoui.36 These contrasting 
outcomes underscore the need for more consistent, 
decisive action in addressing antisemitism, even at 
the sport’s most elite level.

Exemplary allyship could play a pivotal role in foster-
ing such action. In the case of Youcef Atal, the Mayor 
of Nice, Christian Estrosi, swiftly condemned the play-
er’s post, denouncing its community-endangering 
nature, and actively working to engage and sensitize 
key institutions.37 His proactive approach illustrates 
how local politicians can catalyze broader responses, 
ensuring that harmful actions are met with account-
ability. 

Yet, there is also a pressing need for more people on 
the pitch to practice good allyship and take a decisive 
stance against antisemitism. Former UCLA star gym-
nast Nia Dennis, who vocally condemned antisemi-
tism in the 2024 “New Year, New Voices” campaign, 
could serve as a role model.38 Indeed, although mul-
tiple professional athletes also participated in the 
recent American “Time Out Against Hate” campaign, 
statements from active professional athletes specifi-
cally denouncing antisemitism remain too rare across 
sports globally.39

Given professional athletes’ significant reach and 
influence, such statements have the potential to in-
spire change, particularly within the amateur sports 
community. While antisemitism often receives lim-
ited media attention and resources at this level, it 
remains a pervasive issue, particularly in football. In 
the 2021 study conducted by Makkabi Deutschland, 
more than two-thirds (68 percent) of its football 
players have experienced antisemitic incidents, with 
a majority (55 percent) facing such hostility multiple 
times.40 Most recently, on November 07, 2024, youth 
players from TuS Makkabi Berlin were insulted, spat 
on, and eventually chased off the facilites with knives 
and sticks following a match.41 Berlin’s security ser-
vices are currently investigating the case, illustrating 
how such incidents can expose gaps in prevention, 
response mechanisms, and the broader responsibil-
ities of key actors within the sports ecosystem.42 

Indeed, there is an urgent need for more widespread 
prevention efforts at the grassroots level. Organiza-
tions like Makkabi Deutschland, through initiatives 
such as Zusammen1, are leading the way with an-
tisemitism-critical training sessions.43 However, scal-
ing such initiatives to reach a sufficient number of 
players remains a hurdle, even with increased fund-
ing and better integration into football associations. 
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Therefore, key figures, such as coaches, referees, 
and club officials should be engaged at the local level 
as they play a critical role in shaping the culture of 
sports. Making antisemitism education a mandatory 
component of coaching, refereeing and sports man-
agement certifications is a vital step. Additionally, to 
ensure both prevention and deterrence, sports gov-
erning bodies must leverage existing laws to impose 
maximum penalties for antisemitic behavior.

A pertinent example of this approach can be seen in a 
youth match of TuS Makkabi Berlin in 2022.44 During 
the game, an opposing player threatened to set an 
Israeli flag on fire and accused the referee of brib-
ery.45 Another player repeatedly gave the Nazi salute 
to Makkabi supporters.46 The referee issued red cards 
to both players and filed a detailed report, resulting 
in the perpetrators being banned for two years, while 
their club was fined 1,500 euros.47 This incident un-
derscores the importance of sensitized referees, rap-
id intervention, and strong penalties in addressing 
antisemitism in sports, ensuring that such actions are 
met with appropriate consequences. 

To summarize, the fight against antisemitism in foot-
ball offers valuable lessons for other sports, especial-
ly in how challenges differ between the elite and am-
ateur levels. At the elite level, significant resources 
have already been allocated to addressing antisem-
itism, for example within the fan scene. This invest-
ment has yielded progress, though inconsistencies 
remain—particularly in dealing with antisemitic ac-
tions by players. 

At the grassroots level, the situation is even more 
complex, with limited resources and less media at-
tention. Coaches, referees, and community leaders 
are essential in shaping the culture, but often lack 
the training and support to tackle antisemitism ef-
fectively. To drive lasting change across sports, local 
actors need the tools, training, and resources to fos-
ter inclusive environments and combat antisemitism. 
Additionally, deterrence through the use of existing 
laws and the imposition of stricter penalties is neces-
sary to ensure that antisemitic behavior is met with 
appropriate consequences. 

Focus Israel: Boycott Demands and Security 
Concerns 

Within the broader conversation on antisemitism in 
sports, the distinct challenges faced by Israeli actors 
need to be considered. Since the establishment of 
the State of Israel in 1948, Israeli athletes, teams, 
and sporting events have been targets of boycott 
campaigns by mostly Arab and Muslim nations, as 
well as international sporting associations.48 For in-
stance, during the 1958 World Cup qualifiers, the Is-
raeli men’s football team was drawn to play against 
Indonesia, Sudan, and Turkey, all of whom refused 
to compete against the Israeli team.49 Leading up to 
the 2024 Paris Olympics, over 300 Palestinian sports 
teams called on the IOC to exclude Israel from the 
event, reflecting the central role sports play for the 
Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement and 
its antisemitic agenda.50/51 In response to such long-
standing, systemic antisemitism, strong institutional 
measures are vital as they also encourage individual 
stakeholders to take a clear stance.

After the expulsion of the Israeli Football Federation 
from the Asian Confederation in 1974, UEFA allowed 
Israeli national teams to compete within the Euro-
pean group in 1991.52 This model has been adopted 
across other sports such as basketball, handball, and 
judo.53/54/55 Yet while it has enabled Israeli athletes to 
compete at the international level, the underlying 
structural antisemitism must be confronted. Consis-
tently denouncing discrimination against Israel on 
the global stage is crucial and will help apply pressure 
on international sports organizations and countries to 
adopt a firm, zero-tolerance stance toward antisemi-
tism, including when it targets Israel and its athletes.

A powerful example of this zero-tolerance approach 
is the 10-year ban imposed on Algerian judoka Fethi 
Nourine and his coach after they withdrew from the 
2020 Tokyo Olympics to avoid a potential bout against 
an Israeli.56 The International Judo Federation deter-
mined that their actions violated the Olympic Char-
ter.57 This case demonstrates that the legal frame-
work to address such incidents is often sufficient, 
though it requires consistent enforcement. That said, 
loopholes remain. For example, Iranian swimmer Mo-
hammad Alirezai has repeatedly dropped out of com-
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petitions against Israeli athletes, citing illness.58 Even 
when it is not possible to hold athletes accountable, 
the facts must be highlighted publicly to emphasize 
the prevalence of such behavior.

Exemplary allyship among athletes is also crucial in 
combating Israel-related antisemitism. When Israeli 
tennis star Shahar Pe’er was denied a visa by the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2009, the men’s defending 
champion Andy Roddick withdrew from the competi-
tion.59/60 Additionally, the Women’s Tennis Association 
imposed a record fine on the Dubai Championships 
and provided Pe’er with financial compensation and 
ranking points.61 In 2010, Pe’er returned to compete 
in Dubai, becoming the first Israeli female athlete to 
play in the UAE.62 While certainly representing prog-
ress, she needed to compete on the outside court for 
security reasons.63

Security concerns remain a pressing issue, particular-
ly in light of historical tragedies like the 1972 Munich 
massacre.64 At the 2024 Paris Olympics, elite French 
police and gendarmerie, as well as the Israel Shin Bet 
security agency, were constantly monitoring all Israeli 
athletes.65 The pogrom-like attacks on Israeli football 
fans in Amsterdam on November 07, 2024 also high-
lighted the need for stringent security for Israeli spec-
tators.66 Exacerbating these challenges is the ongoing 
war in Israel, which has left many national teams un-
able to compete at home.67/68 This situation demands 
a proactive response from international sports orga-
nizations, host nations, and allies to ensure the safety 
of Israeli athletes and fans abroad. In light of the re-
cent ceasefire in Lebanon, there may also be an op-
portunity to reconsider the decision to deem Israel 
too unsafe to host competitions.

The Digital Sphere as an Amplifier of An-
tisemitism

As demonstrated by the antisemitic social media 
postings of professional football players Atal and 
Mazraoui, the digital sphere has, especially since 
Hamas’ attack on Israel on October 07, 2023, become 
a powerful amplifier of antisemitism also within the 
sports world.69/70 Notably, while research has increas-
ingly explored the effects of online abuse on athletes, 
the specific impact of antisemitism remains glaringly 
underexamined.71 For example, although World Ath-

letics monitored online abuse during the Paris 2024 
Olympics for the fourth time, antisemitism was nota-
bly absent as a distinct category of analysis.72

Yet, the effects of this targeted hate are already ev-
ident. American-Israeli wrestler Amit Elor reported 
“cruel messages” and “vicious antisemitism” after ex-
pressing support for Israel.73 Similarly to German-Is-
raeli football player Sharon Beck, Elor also received 
death threats online.74/75 These incidents demon-
strate how antisemitism in the digital sphere has a 
tangible impact, with the blurred boundary between 
the online world and real life amplifying the mental 
health struggles, professional challenges, and per-
sonal safety risks faced by Jewish and Israeli athletes.

Addressing this growing issue requires a multifaceted 
approach. Social media platforms must implement 
stronger moderation policies to curb hate speech, 
while sports organizations should create support sys-
tems for targeted athletes, including mental health 
resources, legal advice, and public backing. Addition-
ally, integrating education on digital antisemitism into 
broader antisemitism prevention programs can help 
counter the normalization of online hate speech and 
foster a safer, more inclusive environment both on-
line and offline. This approach is essential not only 
for protecting athletes from online antisemitism but 
also for upholding the values of respect, equity, and 
inclusion in sports and society as a whole.

To conclude, the sports world must take a firm and 
unequivocal stance against all forms of antisemitism, 
including Israel-related antisemitism, holding individ-
uals, organizations, and even nations accountable. 
Only then can an environment be established where 
hate has no place, and Jewish and Israeli stakeholders, 
along with their allies, can engage without fear or dis-
crimination. This vision demands both immediate ac-
tion and long-term commitment, from grassroots ini-
tiatives to high-level decisions, ensuring that inclusive 
practices are integrated across all levels of sport. By 
cultivating a culture of respect, solidarity, and zero tol-
erance for hate, sports can return to its core mission: 
uniting people, celebrating diversity, and uplifting hu-
man potential. Through sustained effort, strong lead-
ership, and collaboration, the sports community can 
become a powerful force for positive change, setting a 
global example in the fight against antisemitism.
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