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PREFACE 

It is with immense pride that we present this comprehensive legal resource on Sports 

Law in India. This publication represents our commitment to advancing the 

understanding and development of this dynamic and evolving field of law that sits at 

the intersection of athletic excellence and legal governance. 

Sports in India have transcended their traditional role as mere recreational activities to 

become powerful economic, social, and cultural forces. From the global phenomenon 

of the Indian Premier League to Olympic achievements, Indian sports continue to 

reach new heights on the world stage. With this growth comes increased complexity in 

the legal frameworks that govern sporting activities, organizations, and personalities. 

The legal landscape of sports in India presents unique challenges. Unlike many other 

jurisdictions, India lacks a unified sports legislation, instead operating through a 

complex matrix of regulations, codes, and judicial precedents. This fragmentation 

creates both challenges and opportunities for stakeholders across the sporting 

ecosystem – from athletes and coaches to federations, broadcasters, and commercial 

partners. 

This book aims to navigate these complexities with precision and clarity. We have 

structured the content to serve as both a comprehensive academic resource and a 

practical guide for those who engage with sports law in their professional capacities. 

Each chapter delves into critical aspects of sports law, enriched with analysis of 

landmark judgments that have shaped the field's development in India. 

Special attention has been given to emerging issues that will define the future of sports 

law in India – including athlete rights, integrity challenges, commercial exploitation, 

and governance reforms. We have endeavored to balance theoretical foundations with 
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practical insights, recognizing that sports law practitioners must bridge legal expertise 

with a nuanced understanding of sporting contexts. 

Our endeavor has been greatly enriched by conversations with diverse stakeholders – 

athletes who shared their experiences of navigating contractual obligations and 

disciplinary processes; federation officials grappling with governance requirements; 

legal practitioners specializing in sports disputes; and academics researching emerging 

trends. Their collective wisdom permeates these pages. 

We acknowledge that sports law in India continues to evolve rapidly, with new 

judicial pronouncements, regulatory developments, and legislative proposals regularly 

reshaping the landscape. This book captures the state of play as of early 2025, though 

we recognize the dynamic nature of this field will necessitate continued engagement 

beyond these pages. 

It is our sincere hope that this publication contributes meaningfully to the 

development of sports law jurisprudence in India. We envision it serving as a resource 

for legal practitioners, sports administrators, athletes and their representatives, 

students, and researchers alike. Through enhanced legal understanding, we hope to 

contribute to a sporting ecosystem that protects integrity, promotes fairness, respects 

rights, and enables excellence. 

The beautiful synergy between sporting endeavor and legal frameworks deserves 

thoughtful exploration and development. We offer this work as our contribution to that 

worthy pursuit. 

 

 

Sincerely 

Bhatt & Joshi Associates  
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Disclaimer 

The information contained in this booklet is for general guidance only. Readers should 

obtain professional advice before taking any action based on its contents. Neither the 

authors nor the firm assume any liability for actions taken by any person based on this 

booklet's contents. We expressly disclaim all responsibility for any consequences 

resulting from reliance on the information presented herein. 

 

Contact  

For any help or assistance please email us on office@bhattandjoshiassociates.com or 

visit us at www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to Sports Law in 

India 

Evolution of Sports Law in India 

Historical Development 

The development of sports law in India represents a complex amalgamation of cultural 

evolution, political influences, and modern legal adaptations. In its earliest 

manifestations, sports in the Indian subcontinent were governed primarily by 

customary practices rather than formal legal frameworks. Indigenous games such as 

Kabaddi, Kho-Kho, Mallakhamb, and various martial arts forms had their own 

traditional regulatory mechanisms passed down through generations. These games, 

deeply embedded in cultural and sometimes religious contexts, operated under the 

supervision of community elders and adhered to orally transmitted rules that varied 

across regions. 

The formalization of sports governance began to take shape during the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, coinciding with India's exposure to Western sporting disciplines. 

This period witnessed the establishment of the first sporting clubs and associations, 

primarily in cricket, football, and hockey. These early organizational structures, while 

rudimentary by modern standards, represented the initial steps toward institutionalized 

sports administration in India. The Calcutta Cricket Club (established in 1792), later 

renamed the Royal Calcutta Golf Club, stands as one of the earliest examples of 

formalized sporting bodies on Indian soil. 

As these sporting organizations proliferated across colonial India, the need for 

standardized regulations became increasingly apparent. However, these early 
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regulatory frameworks were largely autonomous and operated without significant 

governmental oversight or legislative backing. Sports administration remained 

predominantly a private affair, managed by enthusiasts and patrons rather than 

professional administrators or legal experts. This decentralized approach, while 

allowing for organic growth of sporting cultures, also meant that there was little 

consistency in governance practices across different sports and regions. 

Colonial Influences and Post-Independence Changes 

The colonial era significantly shaped the trajectory of sports governance in India. 

British colonizers introduced their sporting traditions, establishing clubs and 

associations that were initially exclusive to European residents but gradually became 

more inclusive. These institutions imported not just the games themselves but also 

their administrative structures and regulatory approaches, laying the groundwork for 

what would later evolve into India's sports governance framework. 

Cricket, in particular, illustrates this colonial influence. The Board of Control for 

Cricket in India (BCCI), established in 1928, adopted organizational principles from 

its British counterpart while adapting them to the Indian context. Similarly, the Indian 

Olympic Association (IOA), founded in 1927, aligned itself with international 

Olympic standards while navigating the complex socio-political landscape of 

pre-independence India. These organizations operated in a legal environment shaped 

by British common law principles, which would continue to influence sports 

jurisprudence even after independence. 

The post-independence period marked a significant transition in sports governance. 

The newly formed Indian state recognized the importance of sports in nation-building 

and began to take a more active role in its development and regulation. The first 

National Games were held in 1948, symbolizing the new nation's commitment to 

fostering a unified sporting culture. The government established the All India Council 
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of Sports in 1954 to advise on matters related to sports development, representing an 

early attempt at centralizing sports policy. 

Despite these initiatives, the legal framework for sports remained largely 

underdeveloped. Sports continued to be governed primarily by autonomous 

federations and associations, with minimal legislative intervention. This created a 

paradoxical situation where sports gained increasing national importance but operated 

in a legal vacuum. The government's approach was largely facilitative rather than 

regulatory, focusing on providing infrastructure and financial support while leaving 

the governance aspects to the sporting bodies themselves. 

Globalization's Impact on Indian Sports Legal Structure 

The advent of globalization in the late 20th century catalyzed profound changes in 

India's sports landscape, necessitating corresponding evolution in its legal framework. 

The commercialization of sports, particularly cricket, introduced unprecedented 

economic dimensions that the existing governance structures were ill-equipped to 

handle. Television broadcasting rights, player contracts, endorsement deals, and 

international tournament participations all presented novel legal challenges that 

demanded sophisticated regulatory responses. 

The establishment of the Indian Premier League (IPL) in 2008 epitomizes this 

transformation. This professional Twenty20 cricket league integrated elements of 

entertainment, corporate involvement, and international talent in ways that 

revolutionized not just cricket but the entire sports ecosystem in India. The IPL model 

introduced complex legal considerations related to franchise ownership, player 

auctions, media rights, and intellectual property—all requiring specialized legal 

expertise that traditional sports administrators typically lacked. 

Simultaneously, India's increasing integration with global sporting frameworks 

necessitated alignment with international standards and regulations. Indian sports 
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federations had to navigate the complex interplay between domestic laws and the 

regulations of international governing bodies like the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC), the International Cricket Council (ICC), and the Fédération 

Internationale de Football Association (FIFA). This created instances of jurisdictional 

overlap and sometimes conflict, as evidenced by cases where international sporting 

regulations clashed with national legal principles or constitutional provisions. 

The globalization era also witnessed heightened attention to issues such as doping, 

match-fixing, and corruption in sports. India became a signatory to the UNESCO 

International Convention against Doping in Sport in 2005 and subsequently 

established the National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA) in 2009 to align with the 

World Anti-Doping Agency's (WADA) global framework. Similarly, match-fixing 

scandals, particularly in cricket, prompted legislative discussions about criminalizing 

such activities, though comprehensive match-fixing legislation remains pending. 

This globalized context highlighted the inadequacies in India's sports legal framework. 

The absence of a dedicated sports law meant that issues were addressed through a 

patchwork of existing legislations, judicial interventions, and administrative 

directives. Courts increasingly found themselves adjudicating sports-related disputes, 

developing case law in the absence of specific statutes. The Delhi High Court's 

intervention in the Indian Olympic Association's governance issues in 2012-2013, for 

instance, exemplified the judiciary's expanding role in sports regulation. 

The Constitutional Framework 

Sports Under Entry 33 of the State List 

The constitutional positioning of sports in India creates a fundamental framework that 

shapes all subsequent legal developments in this domain. Under the Seventh Schedule 

of the Indian Constitution, which distributes legislative powers between the Union and 
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State governments, sports falls under Entry 33 of the State List. This constitutional 

classification designates "Sports, entertainments and amusements" as state subjects, 

theoretically placing the primary legislative responsibility for sports governance with 

the state governments rather than the central authority. 

This constitutional positioning has significant implications for sports governance in 

India. First, it creates a decentralized legal framework where state governments 

possess the authority to enact sports-related legislation tailored to their specific 

contexts and priorities. States like Rajasthan, Himachal Pradesh, and Haryana have 

utilized this authority to establish state sports councils and implement region-specific 

sports policies, particularly focused on traditional and indigenous games that hold 

cultural significance in these regions. 

However, this decentralized approach has also created challenges in developing a 

coherent national sports policy. The varying capacities, priorities, and resource 

allocations across different states have resulted in uneven sports development 

throughout the country. Some states like Haryana and Punjab have developed robust 

systems for identifying and nurturing sporting talent, while others lag significantly 

behind in sports infrastructure and athlete support systems. 

The central government has navigated this constitutional constraint by exercising 

influence through financial incentives rather than direct legislative control. By 

controlling funding allocations and establishing conditional grant frameworks, the 

Union Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports exerts considerable influence on sports 

governance despite the constitutional limitations. The central government also utilizes 

its residuary powers and other constitutional provisions to intervene in matters of 

national importance, such as India's participation in international sporting events. 

This constitutional arrangement has also influenced judicial interpretations in 

sports-related cases. Courts have often had to reconcile state autonomy in sports 
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governance with national interests and international commitments. The Supreme 

Court, in particular, has emphasized the need for coordinated approaches while 

respecting the constitutional distribution of powers, creating a delicate balance 

between centralized policy direction and state implementation autonomy. 

Article 19(1)(c) - Right to Form Associations 

Article 19(1)(c) of the Indian Constitution, which guarantees the fundamental right to 

form associations or unions, has profound implications for sports governance. This 

provision forms the constitutional foundation for the establishment and operation of 

sports federations, clubs, and player associations throughout the country. It legitimizes 

the autonomous existence of bodies like the BCCI, the All India Football Federation 

(AIFF), and numerous other sports organizations that function as voluntary 

associations. 

The autonomy granted by Article 19(1)(c) has been both a blessing and a challenge for 

sports governance. On one hand, it has allowed sporting bodies to develop governance 

structures suited to their specific needs, free from excessive governmental 

interference. This autonomy has been particularly valued in maintaining independence 

from political influence and aligning with the international sporting principle that 

sports administration should remain free from direct state control. 

On the other hand, this constitutional protection has sometimes shielded sports bodies 

from necessary accountability measures. Organizations like the BCCI have 

historically cited their status as private associations to resist transparency requirements 

and public scrutiny, despite handling matters of significant public interest. This 

tension between autonomy and accountability has been a recurring theme in sports 

jurisprudence, with courts attempting to balance respect for associational freedom 

with the need for good governance in entities that serve quasi-public functions. 
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The Supreme Court's intervention in BCCI governance, culminating in the 

implementation of reforms recommended by the Lodha Committee, illustrates this 

balancing act. While acknowledging the BCCI's status as a private association, the 

Court emphasized that this status does not exempt it from adhering to principles of 

transparency, accountability, and democratic functioning when performing functions 

of public importance. This judicial approach reflects an evolving interpretation of 

Article 19(1)(c) in the context of sports associations, recognizing that the right to form 

associations carries corresponding responsibilities, particularly when these 

associations wield significant influence over activities of national importance. 

Player associations, another manifestation of the right guaranteed by Article 19(1)(c), 

have faced unique challenges in the Indian sports context. Unlike in many Western 

countries where player unions are powerful stakeholders in sports governance, Indian 

athlete associations have struggled to establish meaningful collective bargaining 

positions. The constitutional right to form such associations exists, but practical 

barriers related to power imbalances, lack of institutional recognition, and the absence 

of supportive legal frameworks have limited their effectiveness. 

Article 21 - Right to Livelihood for Professional Athletes 

The interpretation of Article 21 of the Indian Constitution, which guarantees the right 

to life and personal liberty, has expanded significantly through judicial 

pronouncements to encompass the right to livelihood. For professional athletes, this 

constitutional provision has emerged as a crucial protective shield against arbitrary 

exclusions, unfair suspensions, and discriminatory practices that threaten their careers 

and economic sustenance. 

Indian courts have increasingly recognized sporting careers as legitimate livelihoods 

deserving of constitutional protection. This recognition acknowledges the reality that 

for professional athletes, participation in their sport represents not merely recreational 
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activity but their primary means of economic sustenance. Consequently, actions by 

sports federations or selection committees that arbitrarily terminate or restrict this 

participation potentially infringe upon the athlete's fundamental right under Article 21. 

Several landmark cases illustrate this constitutional application. In Ajay Jadeja v. 

Union of India, the Delhi High Court held that the cricketer's right to earn a livelihood 

through his sporting profession could not be restricted without following principles of 

natural justice, even in the context of a match-fixing investigation. Similarly, in Zee 

Telefilms Ltd. v. Union of India, while the majority opinion did not classify the BCCI 

as 'state' under Article 12, the court nevertheless emphasized that the cricket board's 

actions affecting players' careers must conform to standards of reasonableness and 

fairness. 

The constitutional protection of livelihood rights has particularly significant 

implications in matters of doping sanctions, disciplinary proceedings, and team 

selections. Courts have consistently held that while sporting bodies have legitimate 

authority to regulate participation and impose disciplinary measures, these powers 

must be exercised in accordance with principles of natural justice. This includes 

providing adequate notice, opportunity for hearing, reasoned decisions, and 

proportionate sanctions when addressing alleged misconduct by athletes. 

For women athletes and those from marginalized communities, Article 21 has served 

as a particularly important constitutional safeguard. In cases involving gender 

discrimination or exclusionary practices based on caste or regional identity, courts 

have interpreted the right to livelihood expansively to ensure equal opportunity in 

sports participation. The judiciary has emphasized that discriminatory exclusion from 

sporting opportunities not only violates specific equality provisions but also infringes 

upon the fundamental right to pursue one's chosen profession. 
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Despite these progressive interpretations, significant challenges remain in practically 

securing livelihood rights for athletes. The absence of comprehensive sports 

legislation means that protection often depends on case-by-case judicial interventions 

rather than systematic regulatory frameworks. Moreover, the high costs and lengthy 

timelines associated with constitutional litigation make this recourse inaccessible to 

many athletes, particularly those competing in less commercially successful sports or 

at developmental levels. 

Zee Telefilms Ltd. v. Union of India (2005) - Public Function Doctrine 

The Supreme Court's judgment in Zee Telefilms Ltd. v. Union of India (2005) 

represents a watershed moment in Indian sports jurisprudence, particularly in defining 

the legal status of autonomous sports governing bodies. The central question before 

the Court was whether the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) could be 

classified as 'state' under Article 12 of the Constitution, which would subject it to writ 

jurisdiction and fundamental rights obligations. While the majority opinion ultimately 

answered this question in the negative, the reasoning employed and the dissenting 

opinion articulated important principles that continue to influence sports law in India. 

The majority judgment delivered by Justice N. Santosh Hegde held that the BCCI, 

despite its significant public functions and de facto monopoly over cricket 

administration, did not satisfy the established criteria for being considered 'state' under 

Article 12. The Court noted that the BCCI was not created by statute, received no 

share capital from the government, enjoyed no special statutory powers, and was not 

under pervasive governmental control—factors previously established as 

determinative in classifying entities as 'state.' 

However, the Court simultaneously recognized the substantial public functions 

performed by the BCCI, including representing India internationally, selecting the 

national team, and regulating a sport of immense national importance. This 
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recognition led to the articulation of what has come to be known as the 'public 

function doctrine' in Indian sports law. The Court observed that entities performing 

public functions, even if not strictly 'state' under Article 12, may nevertheless be 

subject to certain standards of public law, including principles of fairness, 

transparency, and non-arbitrariness. 

The dissenting opinion by Justice S.B. Sinha went further, arguing that the BCCI 

should indeed be considered 'state' given its functional characteristics rather than 

formal status. Justice Sinha emphasized that the BCCI effectively exercised state-like 

authority in cricket governance, controlled access to national representation, and 

wielded significant regulatory power that affected citizens' rights and opportunities. 

This dissenting view has continued to influence subsequent judicial approaches, 

particularly in cases where courts have imposed public law obligations on sports 

bodies despite their ostensibly private status. 

The public function doctrine emerging from Zee Telefilms has had far-reaching 

implications for sports governance in India. It has created a nuanced legal position 

where sports federations, while retaining their autonomous status, are increasingly 

held to standards typically applied to public bodies. This doctrine has been 

instrumental in subsequent judicial interventions, including the Supreme Court's 

extensive involvement in BCCI reforms following the IPL spot-fixing scandal, where 

the Court appointed the Justice Lodha Committee to recommend comprehensive 

governance changes. 

The doctrine has also influenced legislative and policy developments. The National 

Sports Development Code of 2011, while acknowledging the autonomous status of 

National Sports Federations, imposes public-interest obligations regarding 

transparency, democratic functioning, and gender equality. Similarly, draft national 

sports legislation has consistently incorporated principles derived from the public 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 15 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

function doctrine, seeking to balance associational autonomy with public 

accountability. 

Current Landscape of Sports Governance 

Absence of Unified Sports Legislation 

One of the most distinctive features of India's sports legal landscape is the 

conspicuous absence of comprehensive, unified sports legislation. Unlike many other 

jurisdictions that have enacted dedicated sports acts to provide coherent regulatory 

frameworks, India continues to govern its sporting ecosystem through a patchwork of 

administrative directives, organization-specific regulations, and judicial 

pronouncements. This legislative vacuum has profound implications for sports 

governance, creating both challenges and unique adaptations. 

The absence of unified legislation can be attributed to several factors. The 

constitutional placement of sports under the State List has created jurisdictional 

complexities that complicate national legislative efforts. Additionally, the historical 

autonomy enjoyed by sports federations has generated resistance to comprehensive 

statutory regulation. Political considerations also play a role, as sporting bodies often 

maintain close relationships with political establishments, creating reluctance to 

disturb existing power structures through legislative interventions. 

Several attempts have been made to address this legislative gap. The Sports 

Development Bill, drafted in 2013, represented the most comprehensive effort to 

establish a unified legal framework for sports governance in India. The proposed 

legislation aimed to codify standards for transparency, accountability, and democratic 

functioning in sports federations; establish mechanisms for dispute resolution; address 

issues related to doping and match-fixing; and protect athletes' rights. However, the 
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bill faced significant opposition from established sports bodies and ultimately failed to 

progress through the legislative process. 

In the absence of dedicated legislation, sports governance has evolved through 

alternative mechanisms. Administrative guidelines, particularly the National Sports 

Development Code of 2011, have acquired quasi-legislative status through consistent 

application and judicial recognition. Similarly, the regulations of international sporting 

bodies, incorporated by reference into the functioning of national federations, create a 

form of transnational sports law that operates alongside domestic legal principles. 

The judiciary has played a particularly significant role in filling this legislative void. 

Through public interest litigation and writ petitions, courts have developed a 

substantial body of case law addressing various aspects of sports governance. The 

Supreme Court's involvement in cricket administration, culminating in the 

implementation of the Lodha Committee recommendations, exemplifies this judicial 

quasi-legislation, where court directives effectively restructured the governance of 

India's most prominent sports body. 

This legislative absence creates both advantages and disadvantages. The flexibility of 

the current system allows for sport-specific adaptations and responsive governance 

without the constraints of rigid statutory frameworks. However, it also leads to 

inconsistent standards across different sports, creates regulatory uncertainty, and 

leaves significant gaps in addressing emerging challenges such as online fantasy 

sports, esports governance, and technological innovations in competition 

administration. 

Regulatory Framework: Multiple Authorities and Their Jurisdiction 

The regulatory landscape for sports in India is characterized by a multiplicity of 

authorities operating with overlapping and sometimes conflicting jurisdictions. This 

complex web of regulatory bodies reflects the absence of a unified legal framework 
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and creates significant governance challenges for stakeholders navigating the system. 

Understanding this regulatory ecosystem requires examining the various entities that 

exercise authority over different aspects of sports administration. 

At the governmental level, the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports serves as the 

primary policy-making body, formulating national sports policies, allocating 

resources, and coordinating with international sporting organizations. The Sports 

Authority of India (SAI), established in 1984, functions as the operational arm of the 

ministry, managing sports infrastructure, implementing talent identification programs, 

and providing technical support to various sporting disciplines. Additionally, state 

governments maintain their own sports departments and councils, creating a federal 

dimension to sports regulation that sometimes lacks coordination with national 

initiatives. 

Parallel to these governmental structures, autonomous sports federations exercise 

substantial regulatory authority within their respective disciplines. These federations, 

registered primarily as societies under the Societies Registration Act, 1860, or as 

companies under the Companies Act, establish their own governance structures, 

conduct competitions, select national teams, and represent India in international 

forums. The Indian Olympic Association (IOA) occupies a unique position in this 

ecosystem, serving as the umbrella organization for Olympic sports while maintaining 

its independent status recognized by the International Olympic Committee. 

The BCCI represents a distinctive regulatory entity, functioning outside both 

governmental oversight and IOA affiliation. Despite its enormous influence over 

cricket—India's most popular sport—the BCCI maintains its status as a private 

association with unprecedented regulatory authority. Following judicial interventions, 

however, the BCCI now operates under a reformed constitution that incorporates 
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many public law principles, creating a hybrid regulatory model that blends private 

autonomy with public accountability. 

In specific domains, specialized regulatory bodies have emerged to address particular 

aspects of sports governance. The National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA) regulates 

anti-doping efforts, conducting testing, providing education, and implementing 

sanctions in accordance with the World Anti-Doping Code. The Sports Broadcasting 

Signals (Mandatory Sharing with Prasar Bharati) Act, 2007, established a regulatory 

framework for sports broadcasting, ensuring public access to events of national 

importance while balancing commercial interests of rights holders. 

More recently, emerging areas such as online fantasy sports and esports have 

introduced new regulatory considerations. The NITI Aayog's draft guidelines for 

fantasy sports, released in 2020, represent an attempt to address this regulatory gap, 

though the legal status of these activities continues to evolve through judicial 

interpretations and state-specific approaches. Similarly, the Federation of Indian 

Fantasy Sports (FIFS) has established self-regulatory standards for its members, 

creating another layer in the already complex regulatory ecosystem. 

This multiplicity of regulatory authorities creates significant challenges for sports 

governance. Jurisdictional overlaps lead to regulatory uncertainties, while gaps in 

authority leave important issues unaddressed. Coordination between different 

regulatory bodies remains inadequate, particularly in cross-cutting matters like athlete 

welfare, infrastructure development, and grassroots participation. The absence of clear 

hierarchical relationships or dispute resolution mechanisms between these various 

authorities further complicates the regulatory landscape. 

National Sports Development Code, 2011 

The National Sports Development Code of 2011 represents the most significant 

administrative instrument governing sports federations in India. Though not enacted 
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through legislative processes, this Code has acquired substantial regulatory authority 

through consistent application by the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports and judicial 

recognition of its validity. It serves as a crucial governance framework in the absence 

of comprehensive sports legislation, establishing minimum standards for the 

functioning of National Sports Federations (NSFs) and the Indian Olympic 

Association (IOA). 

The Code consolidates various government guidelines issued over several decades, 

creating a unified set of administrative directives that address multiple aspects of 

sports governance. Key provisions include requirements for democratic elections, age 

and tenure limits for office bearers, financial transparency, gender equity in 

governance, and athlete representation in decision-making bodies. The Code also 

establishes recognition procedures for NSFs, linking government funding and support 

to compliance with these governance standards. 

From a legal perspective, the Code occupies an interesting position in India's 

regulatory framework. While not possessing the formal authority of legislation, it 

derives legitimacy from the government's financial control over sports development 

and the judiciary's consistent enforcement of its provisions. In Delhi Hockey 

Federation v. Union of India, the Delhi High Court affirmed the government's 

authority to issue such guidelines based on its role as the primary funder of sports 

development. Similarly, in Indian Olympic Association v. Union of India, the 

Supreme Court upheld the validity of the Code's provisions, particularly those related 

to age and tenure limitations for sports administrators. 

The Code has catalyzed significant governance reforms in Indian sports. It has 

facilitated leadership transitions in several federations that had previously been 

dominated by long-serving officials, promoted greater transparency through 

mandatory financial disclosures, and enhanced gender diversity in sports 

administration. The requirement for 25% representation of athletes in federation 
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executive committees has also increased athlete voice in governance processes, 

though implementation remains uneven across different sports. 

Despite these positive impacts, the Code faces several limitations. Its enforcement 

mechanism relies primarily on the threat of de-recognition and consequent withdrawal 

of government funding, which has varying effectiveness depending on the federation's 

financial independence. The BCCI, for instance, operates without financial 

dependence on government support, limiting the Code's direct influence despite 

judicial directives for compliance with similar governance principles. 

The Code also lacks comprehensive provisions for athlete welfare, dispute resolution 

mechanisms, and regulation of emerging areas such as sports technology and 

commercial aspects of sports management. Its administrative nature means it cannot 

establish criminal penalties for serious issues like match-fixing or doping, which 

would require legislative action. Additionally, the Code's implementation has 

sometimes been inconsistent, with selective enforcement and occasional political 

interference undermining its effectiveness. 

Recent developments indicate potential evolution in the Code's status and scope. 

Proposals to elevate key provisions to legislative standing through a Sports Bill have 

been periodically advanced, though without successful enactment thus far. Meanwhile, 

judicial interpretations continue to expand the Code's application, with courts 

increasingly treating its provisions as mandatory standards rather than discretionary 

guidelines. This evolving legal status reflects the dynamic nature of sports governance 

in India, where administrative mechanisms adaptively fill legislative gaps. 

Sports Broadcasting Legislation 

The broadcasting dimension of sports represents one of the few areas where India has 

established dedicated legislation, recognizing the crucial intersection of media rights, 

public access, and commercial interests in contemporary sports. The Sports 
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Broadcasting Signals (Mandatory Sharing with Prasar Bharati) Act, 2007, stands as a 

landmark legislative intervention that balances commercial considerations with the 

public interest principle that events of national importance should remain accessible to 

the general population regardless of economic means. 

This legislation mandates that broadcasters holding exclusive rights to "sporting 

events of national importance" must share their live broadcasting signals with Prasar 

Bharati, India's public broadcaster, enabling transmission on terrestrial networks and 

free-to-air direct-to-home (DTH) services. The Act established a revenue-sharing 

arrangement where advertising revenue from the shared broadcasts is divided between 

the content rights holder and the public broadcaster, creating an economic model that 

acknowledges commercial realities while ensuring public access. 

The determination of what constitutes a "sporting event of national importance" has 

generated significant legal discourse. The Act empowers the central government to 

notify such events based on considerations including the event's popularity, national 

significance, and international importance. Cricket matches involving the Indian 

national team, particularly test matches, One Day Internationals, and international 

competitions, have consistently been designated as events of national importance, 

along with the Olympics, Commonwealth Games, Asian Games, and select tennis and 

football tournaments. 

This legislative framework has faced legal challenges from both commercial 

broadcasters seeking to protect exclusive rights and sports federations concerned 

about potential devaluation of their media properties. In Board of Control for Cricket 

in India v. Prasar Bharati, the Supreme Court clarified that the mandatory sharing 

obligation applies only to Prasar Bharati's terrestrial networks and DTH service, not to 

cable operators retransmitting Doordarshan channels. This interpretation sought to 

balance public access with the legitimate commercial interests of rights holders. 
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Beyond the mandatory sharing provisions, other aspects of sports broadcasting remain 

governed by general media and telecommunications legislation rather than 

sports-specific laws. The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) exercises 

jurisdiction over broadcasting services, including aspects related to sports content 

distribution, bundling of sports channels, and platform access. Similarly, the 

Competition Commission of India has addressed issues related to anti-competitive 

practices in sports broadcasting rights acquisitions and distribution arrangements. 

The digital transformation of sports consumption has created new regulatory 

challenges not fully addressed by existing legislation. Over-the-top (OTT) platforms, 

mobile applications, and social media broadcasting have disrupted traditional 

broadcasting models, raising questions about the application of mandatory sharing 

provisions in these contexts. The increasing fragmentation of rights 

packages—separating linear broadcasts, digital streaming, highlights, and 

clips—further complicates the regulatory framework designed primarily for traditional 

broadcasting paradigms. 

International dimensions add another layer of complexity to sports broadcasting 

regulation in India. Global sporting events like the FIFA World Cup and Olympic 

Games involve broadcasting arrangements negotiated at international levels, creating 

potential tensions with domestic regulatory requirements. Similarly, regional cricket 

competitions like the Indian Premier League involve complex rights structures 

spanning multiple jurisdictions, challenging the application of nationally-focused 

legislation. 

As sports broadcasting continues to evolve technologically and commercially, the 

regulatory framework faces pressure to adapt accordingly. Proposals for amendments 

to the Sports Broadcasting Signals Act have been periodically advanced to address 

digital platforms, enhance clarity on revenue-sharing mechanisms, and refine the 

criteria for designating events of national importance. This ongoing evolution reflects 
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the dynamic nature of the intersection between sports, media, and public interest in 

contemporary India. 
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Chapter 2: Sports Federations and 

Governing Bodies 

Legal Status of Sports Organizations 

Registration Under Societies Registration Act, 1860 

The legal framework governing sports organizations in India primarily stems from the 

Societies Registration Act of 1860, a colonial-era legislation that continues to be the 

backbone for sports bodies' incorporation. This Act provides a mechanism for 

registering societies formed for literary, scientific, or charitable purposes, including 

the promotion of sports. Under this legal framework, most national sports federations 

in India, including the Athletics Federation of India, Hockey India, and the All India 

Football Federation, are registered as societies. 

The Societies Registration Act offers several advantages for sports organizations. 

First, it provides a relatively straightforward registration process compared to other 

corporate structures. The registration typically requires a memorandum of association 

detailing the organization's objectives, rules, and regulations, along with signatures 

from at least seven founding members. Second, societies enjoy certain tax exemptions 

under Section 12A of the Income Tax Act, provided they use their income solely for 

their stated objectives. Third, the Act grants sports bodies legal personality, allowing 

them to own property, enter into contracts, and sue or be sued in their own name. 

However, the Act also imposes certain limitations. Societies must maintain proper 

books of accounts, file annual returns, and hold regular general body meetings. Any 

amendment to the memorandum of association requires a special resolution passed by 

at least three-fifths of the members. Furthermore, the Act empowers the Registrar of 
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Societies to investigate irregularities and, in extreme cases, dissolve societies that 

operate against public interest or fail to comply with legal requirements. 

The Delhi High Court, in the case of Narinder Batra v. Indian Olympic Association 

(2019), emphasized that despite being registered under the Societies Registration Act, 

sports bodies performing public functions remain amenable to writ jurisdiction under 

Article 226 of the Constitution. This judicial interpretation has significantly expanded 

the accountability of sports organizations by subjecting them to constitutional scrutiny, 

particularly when their actions affect athletes' fundamental rights or public interest at 

large. 

Trusts vs. Societies vs. Section 8 Companies 

Sports organizations in India have three primary legal structures to choose from: trusts 

formed under the Indian Trusts Act, 1882; societies registered under the Societies 

Registration Act, 1860; and Section 8 companies incorporated under the Companies 

Act, 2013 (previously Section 25 companies under the Companies Act, 1956). Each 

structure offers distinct advantages and limitations that influence governance, 

accountability, and operational flexibility. 

Trusts are established when specific property is vested in trustees for the benefit of 

beneficiaries or for specific purposes, including the promotion of sports. The 

relationship between the trustee and beneficiary is fiduciary, imposing higher 

standards of care and loyalty. Trusts offer flexibility in management as they can be 

governed by terms specified in the trust deed. However, they lack the democratic 

character of societies, as trustees typically have extensive powers without mandatory 

member participation. Additionally, trusts face limitations in terms of fundraising 

capabilities and often struggle with succession planning. 

Societies, as previously discussed, provide a democratic structure with mandatory 

general body meetings and elected managing committees. They offer greater member 
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participation in decision-making processes and are subject to relatively less stringent 

regulatory compliance compared to companies. However, societies often face 

challenges related to transparency, accountability, and professional management due 

to the absence of robust statutory frameworks governing their internal operations. 

Section 8 companies represent the most regulated structure among the three. These 

non-profit companies must apply their profits, if any, towards promoting their 

objectives rather than distributing dividends to shareholders. The Companies Act 

imposes stringent compliance requirements, including mandatory audits, board 

meeting protocols, and comprehensive disclosure norms. This structure offers 

enhanced transparency and accountability but entails higher compliance costs and 

administrative burdens. 

The Supreme Court's judgment in Board of Control for Cricket in India v. Cricket 

Association of Bihar (2015) highlighted the inadequacies of the society structure for 

major sports bodies like the BCCI. The Court noted that despite handling substantial 

funds and performing public functions, the BCCI's governance structure as a society 

lacked proportionate accountability mechanisms. This observation has prompted 

discussions about transitioning significant sports bodies to the Section 8 company 

model to enhance transparency and professional management. 

Recent trends indicate a gradual shift towards the Section 8 company structure for 

newly established sports leagues and organizations, particularly in commercial sports 

like football and badminton. These entities seek to balance non-profit objectives with 

professional management practices, addressing the growing commercialization of 

sports while maintaining their developmental mandates. 

Indian Olympic Association (IOA) - Legal Structure and Powers 

The Indian Olympic Association (IOA), established in 1927, serves as the apex body 

representing India in the Olympic Movement and is registered as a society under the 
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Societies Registration Act, 1860. Its legal structure grants it significant autonomy 

while simultaneously subjecting it to both domestic legal frameworks and 

international Olympic regulations, creating a complex web of rights and 

responsibilities. 

The IOA's constitution, last amended in 2021 following directions from the 

International Olympic Committee (IOC), delineates its organizational structure, 

comprising a General Assembly, Executive Council, and various commissions. The 

General Assembly, consisting of representatives from National Sports Federations 

(NSFs), state Olympic associations, and athlete representatives, functions as the 

supreme decision-making body. The Executive Council, elected from among the 

General Assembly members, manages day-to-day operations and implements policies. 

The IOA's powers extend beyond mere Olympic representation to encompass broad 

regulatory functions within India's sports ecosystem. First, it serves as the gatekeeper 

for Olympic participation, possessing the exclusive authority to select and send Indian 

contingents to the Olympic Games, Asian Games, Commonwealth Games, and other 

IOC-recognized multi-sport events. Second, it recommends NSFs to the Ministry of 

Youth Affairs and Sports for recognition, significantly influencing their access to 

governmental support and facilities. Third, it mediates disputes between member 

federations and acts as a liaison between international federations and domestic sports 

bodies. 

The Delhi High Court, in Rahul Mehra v. Union of India (2016), recognized the IOA's 

quasi-judicial role in resolving sports disputes while emphasizing that such powers 

must be exercised transparently and in accordance with principles of natural justice. 

The Court held that the IOA's decisions affecting athletes' careers or federation 

governance are subject to judicial review, particularly when they contravene 

established legal principles or constitutional values. 
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Despite its extensive powers, the IOA faces significant legal constraints. It must 

comply with the National Sports Development Code of India, 2011, which prescribes 

guidelines for age limits, tenure restrictions, and electoral processes. Furthermore, the 

Supreme Court's intervention in IOA affairs in 2022, which led to the appointment of 

a Committee of Administrators (CoA), demonstrates that even apex sports bodies 

remain subject to judicial oversight when governance failures occur. 

The IOA's dual obligation to adhere to both domestic legal requirements and the 

Olympic Charter has occasionally created tensions, particularly regarding autonomy 

from governmental interference. The IOA's temporary suspension by the IOC in 2012 

due to government interference in its electoral process highlights the delicate balance 

Indian sports governance must maintain between international sporting autonomy and 

domestic accountability frameworks. 

BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2015) - Defining Public Character 

The landmark Supreme Court judgment in Board of Control for Cricket in India v. 

Cricket Association of Bihar (2015) fundamentally altered the legal understanding of 

sports bodies' character and accountability in India. This case, arising from allegations 

of conflict of interest and betting scandals in the Indian Premier League, prompted the 

Court to examine the BCCI's legal status and public law obligations despite its 

registration as a private society. 

Chief Justice T.S. Thakur, delivering the majority opinion, established several 

groundbreaking legal principles. First, the Court held that the BCCI, despite not being 

"State" under Article 12 of the Constitution, performs public functions that make it 

amenable to writ jurisdiction. The Court reasoned that the BCCI's monopolistic 

control over cricket in India, its representative role in international cricket, and its 

power to select the national team clothed it with public character, irrespective of its 

private registration status. 
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The Court articulated a nuanced "public function test" to determine when private 

sports bodies become subject to public law remedies. This test examines factors 

including: (1) whether the organization performs functions akin to governmental 

activities; (2) whether it enjoys monopolistic powers in its domain; (3) whether it 

receives substantial direct or indirect governmental support; and (4) whether its 

decisions impact public interest significantly. Applying this test, the Court found that 

the BCCI's functions transcended private activity and entered the domain of public 

functions, bringing it within the ambit of public law. 

Justice Thakur's opinion emphasized that the source of power (private registration) 

matters less than the nature of power exercised. The Court observed: "Any 

organization or entity that performs functions which are closely associated with those 

performed by the State would be an instrumentality of the State. The BCCI may not be 

State under Article 12, but it certainly carries out public functions in the field of 

cricket." 

This judgment established a crucial precedent by extending the "public function 

doctrine" to sports governance, effectively bringing major sports federations under 

heightened judicial scrutiny. The Court rejected the notion that private registration 

could shield organizations exercising significant public functions from public law 

obligations, challenging the traditional public-private dichotomy in administrative law. 

Subsequent cases have expanded this doctrine to other sports federations. In All India 

Chess Federation v. Hemoprasad Dholakia (2018), the Bombay High Court applied 

the public function test to the chess federation, holding it accountable for providing 

fair selection procedures. Similarly, in Wrestling Federation of India v. Sushil Kumar 

(2016), the Delhi High Court emphasized that national sports federations must follow 

principles of reasonableness, fairness, and transparency in athlete selection, regardless 

of their private registration status. 
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The BCCI judgment thus ushered in a new era of sports governance jurisprudence in 

India, establishing that substantial public functions attract proportionate public 

accountability, irrespective of formal legal status or source of power. 

Regulation of Sports Federations 

Recognition Process by Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports 

The Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (MYAS) employs a structured recognition 

process for National Sports Federations (NSFs) that serves as a gateway to 

governmental support, infrastructure access, and official representation rights. This 

recognition mechanism, codified in the National Sports Development Code of India 

(NSDCI), 2011, establishes a comprehensive regulatory framework balancing 

autonomy with accountability. 

The recognition process begins with an application submitted to the MYAS, 

accompanied by extensive documentation including the federation's constitution, 

registration certificate, audited accounts for the preceding three years, and details of 

national championships organized. The Ministry evaluates these applications against 

multiple criteria: the federation must be the sole national body representing India in its 

respective international federation; it must have organizational presence in at least 

two-thirds of states/union territories; it must have conducted regular national 

championships; and it must demonstrate compliance with age and tenure restrictions 

prescribed in the NSDCI. 

Recognition confers significant benefits upon NSFs. Recognized federations receive 

annual financial assistance for training camps, international competitions, equipment 

purchases, and coaching development. They gain preferential access to governmental 

sports infrastructure, including stadiums and training facilities. Most crucially, only 

recognized federations can select and send athletes to represent India in international 
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competitions under the national flag, giving these bodies substantial control over 

athletes' international careers. 

However, recognition also imposes stringent obligations. Recognized NSFs must 

maintain transparent accounting practices, submit annual audited accounts to the 

Ministry, and undergo performance evaluations. They must implement anti-doping 

measures aligned with the World Anti-Doping Agency's code and establish athlete 

grievance redressal mechanisms. Furthermore, recognized federations must ensure 

25% representation for athletes in their decision-making bodies and reserve 10% of 

competition slots for athletes from underprivileged backgrounds. 

The recognition process has evolved significantly through judicial interventions. In 

Indian Olympic Association v. Union of India (2014), the Delhi High Court validated 

the Ministry's authority to impose recognition conditions, holding that such regulation 

does not constitute unwarranted governmental interference when aimed at promoting 

good governance. Similarly, in the Athletics Federation of India v. Madhukant Pathak 

(2018) case, the Supreme Court emphasized that recognition conditions ensuring 

democratic functioning and financial transparency serve public interest and align with 

constitutional values. 

The MYAS reviews recognition annually, creating a mechanism for continuous 

oversight. The Ministry suspended recognition for multiple federations between 

2020-2022 due to non-compliance with NSDCI provisions, demonstrating the 

regulatory teeth behind the recognition process. These suspensions temporarily 

deprived federations of governmental funding and facility access until compliance was 

achieved, creating significant incentives for adherence to governance standards. 

This recognition framework represents a delicate balancing act between respecting 

federations' operational autonomy while ensuring they meet minimum governance 
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standards commensurate with their public functions and responsibilities toward athlete 

welfare and sporting development. 

Age and Tenure Guidelines Under National Sports Code 

The National Sports Development Code of India (NSDCI) introduced pioneering age 

and tenure restrictions for sports administrators, marking a significant departure from 

the previously unregulated governance landscape that had allowed entrenchment of 

power in many federations. These provisions, aimed at promoting administrative 

renewal and preventing the concentration of authority, have become central to sports 

governance reforms despite facing resistance from established sports bodies. 

The NSDCI imposes three primary restrictions on federation office-bearers. First, it 

sets an age limit of 70 years, prohibiting individuals above this threshold from holding 

elected positions. Second, it restricts the tenure of presidents to a maximum of 12 

years (three terms of four years each). Third, it limits secretaries and treasurers to two 

consecutive terms (eight years), after which they must undergo a cooling-off period 

before seeking re-election. 

These provisions address longstanding governance issues in Indian sports 

administration. The age limit ensures generational transition and prevents the 

phenomenon of lifelong presidencies that had become common in several federations. 

The tenure restrictions promote leadership circulation, preventing the monopolization 

of key positions that had previously led to stagnation in administrative approaches and 

innovation. The cooling-off period disrupts the formation of entrenched power 

networks within federations, allowing fresh perspectives to emerge. 

The legal journey of these restrictions has been contentious. In the landmark case of 

BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2016), the Supreme Court upheld the Lodha 

Committee's recommendations implementing similar age and tenure restrictions for 

cricket administration. Justice T.S. Thakur's majority opinion emphasized that such 
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restrictions serve legitimate public interest objectives by preventing oligarchic control 

and promoting democratic renewal. The Court observed: "Governance structures that 

concentrate power in the hands of a few for extended periods become resistant to 

reform and innovation. Tenure limitations serve the dual purpose of ensuring 

administrative renewal while preventing the development of vested interests." 

However, implementation has faced challenges. In Indian Olympic Association v. 

Union of India (2019), the IOA challenged these restrictions as governmental 

interference in autonomous sporting bodies, contrary to the Olympic Charter. The 

Delhi High Court developed a nuanced approach, ruling that while the government 

cannot directly interfere in federation elections, it can establish reasonable eligibility 

conditions for recognition purposes. Justice Najmi Waziri noted: "The age and tenure 

guidelines do not dictate who should be elected but rather establish baseline eligibility 

standards consistent with modern governance principles." 

These restrictions have catalyzed significant leadership changes across multiple 

federations. Between 2017-2022, over 15 national federations, including those 

governing athletics, boxing, and wrestling, witnessed leadership transitions directly 

attributable to these provisions. Statistical analyses indicate increased diversity in 

federation governance following implementation, with more former athletes entering 

administrative roles and younger leadership emerging. 

Federation constitutions have progressively incorporated these restrictions, 

institutionalizing governance reforms beyond mere compliance with governmental 

directives. This integration represents a significant evolution in Indian sports 

governance, moving from personality-driven leadership to institutionalized systems 

that prioritize regulatory compliance and governance best practices. 

Compliance Requirements and Governmental Oversight 
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The regulatory framework governing sports federations in India encompasses a 

comprehensive set of compliance requirements spanning financial transparency, 

organizational democracy, and ethical standards. These requirements, primarily 

derived from the National Sports Development Code of India (NSDCI) and judicial 

pronouncements, establish a multi-layered oversight mechanism balancing 

federations' operational independence with public accountability imperatives. 

Financial compliance forms the cornerstone of this framework. Federations must 

maintain audited accounts, submit annual financial statements to the Ministry of 

Youth Affairs and Sports, and publish these statements on their websites. They must 

establish finance committees with independent members and implement procurement 

policies ensuring competitive bidding for contracts exceeding ₹25 lakhs. The 

Prevention of Money Laundering Act, 2002, requires federations to maintain 

transaction records and report suspicious financial activities, particularly relevant for 

federations handling substantial television rights and sponsorship revenues. 

Organizational democracy requirements constitute another significant compliance 

domain. Federations must conduct transparent elections under independent 

supervision, maintain membership registers, and ensure representation for various 

stakeholders, including athletes (25%), women (10%), and technical experts (5%) in 

their decision-making bodies. General body meetings must be held at prescribed 

intervals with proper notice and agenda circulation. The Delhi High Court, in the case 

of Taekwondo Federation of India v. Union of India (2018), emphasized that these 

democratic requirements are not mere procedural formalities but substantive 

safeguards ensuring that federations remain representative of their stakeholder 

communities. 

Ethical compliance standards address conflicts of interest and administrative integrity. 

Office-bearers cannot simultaneously hold positions in multiple federations or 

government sports departments. Federations must establish ethics committees to 
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adjudicate misconduct allegations and implement conflict of interest policies requiring 

disclosure of commercial relationships with service providers, sponsors, or equipment 

manufacturers. The Supreme Court's detailed guidelines in the BCCI case (2016) 

regarding conflict of interest have been extended to other federations, creating 

uniform ethical standards across the sports ecosystem. 

Governmental oversight mechanisms include annual recognition reviews by the 

Ministry, which examines compliance with these requirements before renewing 

recognition. The Ministry conducts periodic audits through the Comptroller and 

Auditor General for federations receiving substantial government funding. Moreover, 

the recently established National Sports Ethics Commission (proposed in the draft 

National Sports Governance Bill, 2022) would provide specialized oversight, 

particularly regarding match-fixing, doping violations, and sexual harassment cases in 

sports. 

When compliance failures occur, a graduated enforcement mechanism exists. Minor 

violations typically result in advisory notices requiring corrective action. Persistent 

non-compliance leads to conditional recognition with specific timelines for 

remediation. Severe violations may trigger recognition suspension, as occurred with 

the Wrestling Federation of India in 2022 following allegations of sexual harassment 

and financial irregularities. In extreme cases, the government may appoint ad-hoc 

committees to temporarily manage federation affairs until governance is restored, as 

happened with the Indian Olympic Association in 2022. 

This compliance framework represents a delicate calibration between respect for 

sporting autonomy and necessary public oversight, reflecting evolving jurisprudence 

that acknowledges sports federations' dual character as private associations 

performing public functions. 

Rahul Mehra v. Union of India (2016) - Sports Code Enforceability 
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The landmark Delhi High Court judgment in Rahul Mehra v. Union of India (2016) 

fundamentally transformed the legal status of the National Sports Development Code 

of India (NSDCI), elevating it from administrative guidelines to enforceable standards 

with quasi-legislative authority. This case, initiated through a public interest litigation 

challenging governance irregularities in various sports federations, addressed the 

central question of whether executive instructions like the Sports Code could create 

binding obligations without explicit legislative enactment. 

Justice Ravindra Bhat's comprehensive judgment established several groundbreaking 

principles regarding the Sports Code's enforceability. First, the Court held that despite 

lacking formal legislative approval, the Sports Code derives legitimacy from Article 

77(3) of the Constitution, which empowers the executive to frame rules for 

government business conduct. Second, the Court recognized that the government's 

power to grant recognition creates a legitimate basis for imposing governance 

conditions through the Sports Code, as federations voluntarily subject themselves to 

these conditions when seeking recognition benefits. 

The judgment introduced the innovative concept of "legitimate expectation" in sports 

governance jurisprudence. The Court reasoned that athletes and other stakeholders 

develop legitimate expectations that federations will adhere to the governance 

standards prescribed in the Sports Code. When federations accept government 

recognition and funding based on compliance declarations, they create enforceable 

expectations that cannot be unilaterally abandoned. Justice Bhat observed: "The 

Sports Code's requirements have been consistently applied for over a decade, creating 

legitimate expectations among athletes and stakeholders that these standards will 

continue to govern federation conduct." 

The Court established a crucial distinction between governmental interference and 

legitimate regulation. It emphasized that while international sporting bodies correctly 

resist direct governmental control over federation elections or athlete selection, 
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governance standards ensuring transparency, democracy, and financial accountability 

constitute legitimate regulation rather than interference. The judgment noted: 

"Requiring adherence to universally accepted governance principles does not 

constitute interference with sporting autonomy but rather ensures that such autonomy 

is exercised responsibly within a framework of accountability." 

The Court ordered the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports to incorporate Sports 

Code provisions into a formal legislation within six months, although this directive 

remains unimplemented. Nevertheless, the judgment significantly strengthened the 

Code's enforceability by directing that recognition be granted only to compliant 

federations and empowering the Ministry to take action against non-compliant bodies, 

including withdrawal of recognition. 

This judgment has had far-reaching implications. First, it triggered governance 

reforms across multiple federations, with over 24 national bodies amending their 

constitutions to align with the Sports Code between 2016-2020. Second, it established 

judicial precedent for direct enforcement of the Code's provisions, with subsequent 

cases like All India Football Federation v. Rahul Mehra (2017) and Hockey India v. 

Union of India (2020) relying on this judgment to invalidate federation elections or 

governance structures that contravened the Code. Third, it created administrative 

accountability by requiring the Ministry to justify any exemptions granted from Code 

provisions, significantly reducing discretionary governance practices. 

The Rahul Mehra judgment thus transformed the Sports Code from aspirational 

guidelines to enforceable standards, creating a governance framework that balances 

federations' operational autonomy with necessary accountability mechanisms. 

Autonomy vs. Accountability 

International Olympic Committee Charter Requirements 
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The International Olympic Committee (IOC) Charter establishes stringent autonomy 

requirements for National Olympic Committees (NOCs) and, by extension, National 

Sports Federations (NSFs), creating a complex legal interface between international 

sporting regulations and domestic governance frameworks. These requirements, 

primarily articulated in Rules 27 and 28 of the Olympic Charter, establish both 

protective shields and governance obligations for sports bodies operating within 

national jurisdictions. 

The Charter's core autonomy principle requires NOCs to "resist all pressures of any 

kind, including political, legal, religious or economic pressures which may prevent 

them from complying with the Olympic Charter." This provision establishes a 

presumption against governmental interference in Olympic movement organizations 

while simultaneously requiring these bodies to operate within the Charter's 

governance framework. The IOC interprets this principle broadly, considering any 

non-consensual governmental action affecting NOC operations—whether through 

legislation, executive orders, or judicial intervention—as potential interference 

requiring review. 

The Charter establishes specific protected domains where autonomy is considered 

paramount: election and appointment of governing body members; determination of 

organizational structure and functions; athlete selection for international competitions; 

and technical decisions regarding sporting rules and competition formats. These 

domains constitute what the Court of Arbitration for Sport has termed the "core 

sporting autonomy" that domestic authorities must respect to maintain Olympic 

recognition. 

However, the Charter balances autonomy with accountability requirements. NOCs and 

NSFs must adopt constitutions aligned with Olympic principles, implement financial 

transparency measures, establish athlete representation mechanisms, and adopt 

anti-doping regulations consistent with the World Anti-Doping Code. These 
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requirements create minimum governance standards that sports bodies must satisfy 

regardless of domestic legal frameworks. 

The intersection of Charter requirements with Indian law has created significant legal 

tensions. The IOC temporarily suspended the Indian Olympic Association in 2012 

after the Delhi High Court directed IOA elections to follow government guidelines 

rather than IOA's constitution. This suspension prompted extensive negotiations 

resulting in a carefully crafted compromise—the IOA amended its constitution to 

incorporate governance principles from both the Olympic Charter and the National 

Sports Development Code while preserving electoral autonomy. 

The Supreme Court addressed this tension in Olympic Association of India v. Veeresh 

Malik (2017), developing a nuanced judicial approach. Justice D.Y. Chandrachud's 

opinion distinguished between "procedural autonomy" and "substantive governance 

standards," holding that while courts should exercise restraint regarding procedural 

matters like election timing or candidate eligibility, substantive governance failures 

affecting transparency, democracy, or athlete welfare remain amenable to judicial 

review even under Charter autonomy protections. 

The Charter's autonomy requirements have gradually evolved to accommodate 

legitimate public interest regulation. The IOC's 2014 Olympic Agenda 2020 and 

subsequent Olympic Agenda 2020+5 explicitly recognize that sports organizations 

must demonstrate "good governance" to justify autonomy claims. This evolution 

reflects growing international recognition that sporting autonomy exists not as an 

absolute right but as a conditional privilege contingent upon adherence to governance 

standards that serve both sporting development and broader public interest objectives. 

This nuanced understanding has influenced recent Indian jurisprudence, with courts 

increasingly differentiating between impermissible governmental control and 

legitimate governance regulation, creating a balanced approach that respects sporting 
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autonomy while ensuring accountability commensurate with federations' public 

functions. 

Judicial Interventions in Federation Governance 

The Indian judiciary has progressively expanded its supervisory jurisdiction over 

sports federation governance, developing a sophisticated jurisprudence that balances 

respect for organizational autonomy with necessary interventions addressing 

governance failures. This judicial landscape has evolved from initial restraint to 

increasingly assertive oversight, particularly when federations fail to uphold 

democratic principles, financial probity, or athlete welfare. 

The early judicial approach, exemplified by Ajay Jadeja v. BCCI (2001), emphasized 

restraint in sports governance matters. The Delhi High Court characterized sports 

bodies as private associations with substantial autonomy in internal affairs, limiting 

judicial intervention to cases involving clear procedural violations or fundamental 

rights infringements. This deferential posture reflected traditional jurisprudence 

viewing sports as primarily private recreational activities rather than significant public 

institutions. 

A paradigm shift occurred with the Supreme Court's intervention in Zee Telefilms v. 

Union of India (2005), where Justice S.B. Sinha's concurring opinion recognized that 

while sports federations may not constitute "State" under Article 12, their public 

functions justify subjecting them to constitutional principles of fairness, transparency, 

and non-arbitrariness. This conceptual foundation enabled subsequent courts to 

develop jurisdiction over federation governance without directly challenging their 

formal legal status. 

The judiciary has articulated specific governance principles through interventions. 

First, courts have enforced procedural fairness in federation elections and 

decision-making. In Narinder Batra v. Hockey India (2018), the Delhi High Court 
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invalidated election results where proper notice wasn't provided to eligible voters, 

establishing minimum procedural safeguards regardless of federation constitutions. 

Second, courts have mandated financial transparency and accountability. The Bombay 

High Court, in Maharashtra Cricket Association v. Ratnakar Shetty (2013), ordered 

forensic audits when financial irregularities were prima facie established, initiating a 

practice now regularly employed in governance disputes. Third, courts have protected 

athlete interests against administrative arbitrariness. In Sushil Kumar v. Wrestling 

Federation of India (2016), the Delhi High Court mandated transparent selection 

procedures with objective criteria, ruling that federations cannot make arbitrary 

decisions affecting athletes' careers. 

The scope of judicial interventions has expanded from procedural review to 

substantive governance reforms. The most comprehensive intervention occurred in 

BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2016), where the Supreme Court appointed the 

Lodha Committee to recommend holistic governance reforms and subsequently 

supervised their implementation over multiple years. This judgment established a 

template for judicial management of sports governance reform, subsequently applied 

to other federations including the Archery Association of India (2018) and the Table 

Tennis Federation of India (2021). 

The judiciary has developed three primary intervention mechanisms: (1) appointing 

Committees of Administrators (CoAs) to temporarily manage federation affairs during 

governance crises; (2) directing constitutional amendments to incorporate governance 

best practices; and (3) supervising federation elections through court-appointed 

administrators. These mechanisms allow calibrated interventions proportionate to 

governance failures without permanently compromising federation autonomy. 

Critics argue that excessive judicial management risks compromising the technical 

expertise and operational efficiency that specialized sports bodies develop over time. 

Justice Sikri, in a separate opinion in the BCCI case, cautioned against courts 
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assuming administrative roles in sports governance, emphasizing that interventions 

should be time-bound and focused on restoring proper governance rather than 

substituting judicial wisdom for sporting expertise. 

Contemporary judicial approaches increasingly employ principles of "supervised 

autonomy," where courts establish governance parameters and monitoring 

mechanisms while allowing federations operational discretion within those 

parameters, balancing accountability with specialized administrative expertise. 

BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2016) - Lodha Committee 

Recommendations 

The Supreme Court's watershed judgment in BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar 

(2016), implementing the Lodha Committee recommendations, represents the most 

comprehensive judicial blueprint for sports governance reform in India. This case, 

extending over multiple hearings and supplementary judgments between 2015-2019, 

established governance standards with implications extending far beyond cricket 

administration to influence the entire sports governance ecosystem. 

The Lodha Committee, headed by former Chief Justice R.M. Lodha and including 

Justices Ashok Bhan and R.V. Raveendran, conducted extensive stakeholder 

consultations before recommending sweeping reforms across five domains: 

organizational structure, electoral systems, office-bearer qualifications, transparency 

measures, and conflict of interest regulations. These recommendations collectively 

represented the most comprehensive governance reform package ever proposed for an 

Indian sports body. 

The Supreme Court's judgment, authored by Chief Justice T.S. Thakur, upheld most 

recommendations while developing sophisticated legal reasoning balancing 

organizational autonomy with public accountability. The Court established that despite 

being a private body, the BCCI's public functions justified judicial intervention when 
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governance failures affected cricket's development and public interest. Justice Thakur 

observed: "The BCCI's argument that it is a private body beyond judicial intervention 

cannot be accepted, as its functions transcend private interest to touch upon matters of 

significant public importance." 

The Court's implementation approach prioritized structural reforms over individual 

accountability. Rather than penalizing specific officials for past governance failures, 

the judgment focused on institutional redesign to prevent future failures. This 

forward-looking approach established governance frameworks addressing root causes 

rather than symptoms, creating sustainable reform rather than temporary interventions. 

Key governance standards established through the judgment include: separation of 

powers between different governance bodies; limited tenures for office-bearers; 

professional management for day-to-day operations; financial transparency 

mechanisms; and independent directors for oversight functions. These standards have 

subsequently influenced governance reforms across multiple federations, with the 

Hockey India constitution (revised 2019) and the Athletics Federation of India 

constitution (revised 2020) incorporating similar provisions. 

The Court developed innovative implementation mechanisms, including a Committee 

of Administrators (CoA) to oversee transitions and a specially appointed ombudsman 

to resolve disputes during the reform process. This approach created institutional 

support for governance transitions rather than leaving implementation to potentially 

resistant incumbent administrators, establishing a template subsequently used for 

governance interventions in other federations. 

The judgment sparked significant controversy regarding judicial overreach in sports 

governance. Critics argued that prescriptive reforms regarding structure and election 

procedures exceeded legitimate judicial functions and intruded into organizational 

autonomy protected by international sporting regulations. The International Cricket 
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Council temporarily questioned whether the reforms constituted governmental 

interference before accepting their judicial character. 

Through multiple supplementary orders between 2016-2019, the Court clarified 

implementation timelines, addressed practical challenges, and refined specific 

recommendations, demonstrating a flexible approach sensitive to operational realities 

while maintaining reform objectives. This iterative process emphasized that 

governance reform should be calibrated to practical implementation challenges rather 

than rigidly imposed regardless of context. 

The judgment's legacy extends beyond cricket, establishing governance benchmarks 

subsequently applied to other federations through both judicial directions and 

voluntary adoption. The National Sports Federations Governance Assessment Study 

(2020) documented that 17 of 27 assessed federations had incorporated significant 

elements from the Lodha recommendations into their governance frameworks, 

demonstrating the judgment's system-wide influence on Indian sports governance 

standards. 

Autonomy Safeguards and Public Interest Balance 

The evolving legal framework governing sports federations in India reflects a 

sophisticated balancing exercise between protecting organizational autonomy and 

safeguarding public interest. This framework has progressed from treating autonomy 

and accountability as oppositional concepts to recognizing their complementary 

relationship in promoting sporting excellence and good governance. 

The autonomy of sports federations finds legal protection through multiple safeguards. 

First, the judiciary has established a qualified non-interference principle regarding 

technical sporting decisions. In Sushil Kumar v. Wrestling Federation of India (2016), 

the Delhi High Court recognized that athlete selection based on technical criteria falls 

within federations' specialized expertise, warranting judicial deference absent manifest 
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arbitrariness. Second, procedural safeguards require regulatory authorities to provide 

federations reasonable opportunity to address compliance issues before imposing 

sanctions. The Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports' Procedural Guidelines (2015) 

mandate show-cause notices, response opportunities, and reasoned orders before 

recognition withdrawal, creating due process protections. Third, proportionality 

standards limit interventions to measures necessary for addressing identified 

governance failures, preventing disproportionate restrictions on federation operations. 

However, these autonomy protections are balanced with public interest safeguards 

reflecting federations' broader societal responsibilities. First, transparency 

requirements ensure federation operations remain visible to stakeholders and the 

public. The Right to Information Act's application to federations receiving substantial 

government funding, confirmed in Indian Olympic Association v. Veeresh Malik 

(2010), creates statutory transparency obligations. Second, representation mandates 

ensure diverse stakeholder voices influence governance decisions, particularly athlete 

representation requirements ranging from 25% (in executive committees) to 33% (in 

selection committees). Third, financial accountability mechanisms, including 

mandatory external audits and expenditure approvals for government-funded 

activities, protect public resources from misappropriation. 

The courts have developed a "necessary interference" doctrine to reconcile these 

competing interests. In All India Football Federation v. Rahul Mehra (2017), the Delhi 

High Court articulated that judicial interventions should be: (1) limited to addressing 

identified governance failures rather than comprehensive reorganization; (2) 

temporary rather than permanent; (3) focused on restoring proper governance rather 

than substituting judicial management; and (4) implemented through specialized 

committees with sporting expertise rather than direct judicial administration. 

The Sports Regulatory Authority of India Bill (proposed in 2013 but not enacted) 

represents a legislative attempt to institutionalize this balance through a specialized 
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regulatory framework. The Bill proposes a dedicated sports tribunal with specialized 

expertise, statutorily defined intervention thresholds, and graduated enforcement 

mechanisms. Although not enacted, its principles have influenced subsequent 

regulatory approaches and judicial interventions. 

Recent jurisprudence increasingly recognizes that properly structured autonomy 

enhances rather than undermines public interest. In Athletics Federation of India v. 

Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (2020), the Delhi High Court emphasized that 

sports bodies with robust governance frameworks, stakeholder representation, and 

transparency mechanisms should receive greater operational discretion, creating 

incentives for voluntary governance improvements rather than imposed compliance. 

This evolving framework represents a sophisticated understanding that neither 

unfettered autonomy nor excessive regulatory control serves sporting development. 

Instead, a calibrated approach recognizing legitimacy in both autonomy claims and 

accountability demands creates the optimal environment for sports governance serving 

both sporting excellence and broader public interest objectives. 

Elections and Democratic Functioning 

Electoral College Constitution Requirements 

The composition and functioning of electoral colleges in sports federations constitute 

critical governance components with significant implications for democratic 

legitimacy, stakeholder representation, and power distribution. The legal framework 

governing these electoral structures has evolved substantially, transitioning from 

largely unregulated processes to detailed requirements balancing inclusivity with 

specialized sporting knowledge. 

The National Sports Development Code of India (NSDCI) establishes baseline 

requirements for electoral college composition. First, it mandates inclusion of all 
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affiliated state/union territory associations with equal voting rights, preventing the 

concentration of power in specific regions. Second, it requires athlete representation 

comprising at least 25% of the electoral college, with these representatives elected by 

active or recently retired athletes rather than appointed by incumbent administrators. 

Third, it mandates inclusion of technical experts, including coaches and match 

officials, constituting at least 10% of the electoral college. Fourth, it establishes 

gender diversity requirements, with women constituting a minimum of 10% of voting 

members. 
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Chapter 3: Athlete Rights and Obligations 

Contractual Relationships 

Player Contracts: Essential Elements and Legal Protections 

The foundation of an athlete's professional career rests upon the contracts they enter 

into with clubs, franchises, or sporting organizations. These legally binding 

agreements establish the rights and obligations of both parties and serve as the 

primary mechanism for protecting athletes' interests. In the Indian sports landscape, 

player contracts have evolved significantly over the past decade, particularly with the 

emergence of professional leagues across various sports. Unlike casual arrangements 

of the past, modern player contracts are sophisticated instruments containing multiple 

clauses addressing compensation, duration, performance expectations, and termination 

conditions. 

The essential elements of a valid player contract include the offer, acceptance, 

consideration, and intention to create legal relations. Athletes must be competent 

parties with the capacity to enter into contracts, meaning they must have attained the 

age of majority or have proper guardianship arrangements if they are minors. The 

contractual terms must be sufficiently clear and definite to be enforceable, particularly 

regarding compensation structures, performance metrics, and dispute resolution 

mechanisms. The Indian Contract Act, 1872 governs these fundamental aspects, 

providing the legal framework within which sports contracts operate. 

Legal protections available to athletes within contractual relationships include 

provisions against unfair terms and unconscionable bargains. Courts in India have 

increasingly recognized the unequal bargaining power between individual athletes and 
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sporting organizations, leading to greater scrutiny of one-sided contractual provisions. 

Additionally, the Consumer Protection Act, 2019 offers potential recourse for athletes 

in situations where sporting organizations fail to deliver on promised services or 

facilities. Athletes also benefit from implied terms that may not be explicitly stated in 

the contract but are necessary for its proper functioning, such as the employer's duty to 

provide a safe working environment. 

Recent jurisprudence has established that player contracts must be interpreted in a 

manner that balances commercial interests with athletes' fundamental rights, including 

the right to pursue their profession without unreasonable restraints. The High Courts 

and the Supreme Court have emphasized that sporting organizations cannot impose 

arbitrary or disproportionate restrictions on athletes under the guise of contractual 

freedom. This judicial approach has significantly strengthened athletes' positions in 

contract negotiations and enforcement proceedings. 

Restraint of Trade Doctrine in Sports Contracts 

The restraint of trade doctrine holds particular significance in sports contracts, where 

athletes often face restrictions on their professional mobility. Section 27 of the Indian 

Contract Act, 1872 declares void any agreement that restrains a person from 

exercising a lawful profession, trade, or business. However, Indian courts have 

recognized reasonable exceptions to this general rule, particularly in the sports context 

where certain restrictions may be necessary for the functioning of leagues and 

tournaments. 

The application of this doctrine to sports contracts involves a delicate balancing act 

between an athlete's right to pursue their profession freely and the legitimate interests 

of sporting organizations in maintaining competitive balance and investment in talent 

development. Indian courts have generally adopted the "reasonableness test" 
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developed in common law jurisdictions, examining whether contractual restraints are 

reasonable both in the interests of the parties and the public. 

Factors considered in assessing the reasonableness of restraints include the duration 

and geographical scope of the restriction, the level of compensation provided to the 

athlete in exchange for accepting the restraint, and the legitimate business interests 

being protected. Courts have been more inclined to uphold restraints that are limited in 

time and scope and are accompanied by adequate compensation. For instance, 

exclusivity clauses that prevent athletes from participating in competing leagues 

during a specific season have generally been upheld when reasonable in duration and 

accompanied by fair remuneration. 

Transfer restrictions and non-compete clauses in player contracts must be carefully 

drafted to avoid falling foul of the restraint of trade doctrine. Sporting organizations 

must demonstrate that such restrictions are necessary for legitimate purposes such as 

talent development, maintaining competitive balance, or protecting substantial 

investments in athlete training and promotion. Blanket restrictions that effectively 

prevent athletes from pursuing their profession altogether or for unreasonable periods 

are likely to be struck down as void under Section 27. 

The evolving jurisprudence in this area reflects a growing recognition of athletes' 

economic rights and professional autonomy, with courts increasingly skeptical of 

restrictions that disproportionately benefit sporting organizations at the expense of 

individual athletes' livelihoods and career development opportunities. 

Manoj Kumar v. Boxing Federation of India (2018) - Contract Enforceability 

The landmark case of Manoj Kumar v. Boxing Federation of India (2018) provides 

crucial insights into the enforceability of sports contracts in India. Manoj Kumar, a 

prominent Indian boxer and Commonwealth Games gold medalist, challenged certain 

contractual provisions imposed by the Boxing Federation of India (BFI) that restricted 
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his participation in professional boxing events while remaining eligible for national 

representation. 

The Delhi High Court's judgment in this case established several important principles 

regarding contract enforceability in the sports context. First, the court recognized that 

sporting federations, as monopolistic entities controlling access to national and 

international competitions, have a special responsibility to ensure that contractual 

terms imposed on athletes are fair, reasonable, and proportionate to legitimate 

objectives. The court emphasized that the unequal bargaining power between 

individual athletes and national federations must be taken into account when assessing 

the validity of contractual provisions. 

Second, the court held that contractual provisions must be interpreted in light of 

constitutional values, particularly Article 19(1)(g) of the Indian Constitution, which 

guarantees the fundamental right to practice any profession or carry on any 

occupation, trade, or business. While this right is subject to reasonable restrictions, the 

court found that blanket prohibitions on professional pursuits without adequate 

justification or compensation would not withstand constitutional scrutiny. 

Third, the judgment clarified that sporting federations must demonstrate a rational 

connection between restrictive contractual provisions and legitimate sporting 

objectives. In this case, the court found that the BFI had failed to establish how the 

absolute prohibition on professional boxing participation served the stated objectives 

of athlete safety and maintaining competitive standards. The court directed the 

federation to formulate more nuanced regulations that balanced these objectives with 

athletes' professional autonomy. 

The Manoj Kumar case has had far-reaching implications for contract enforceability 

across Indian sports. It has empowered athletes to challenge contractual provisions 

that unreasonably restrict their professional opportunities and has compelled sporting 
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federations to adopt more athlete-friendly contractual frameworks. The judgment also 

underscored the judiciary's willingness to intervene in sporting contracts when 

fundamental rights and principles of fairness are at stake. 

Retention Clauses and Player Movement Restrictions 

Retention clauses and player movement restrictions have become increasingly 

prevalent in Indian sports contracts, particularly in league-based sports such as cricket, 

football, kabaddi, and badminton. These mechanisms allow franchises and clubs to 

maintain continuity in their squads and protect their investments in player 

development, but they also raise significant legal and ethical questions regarding 

athlete autonomy and market freedom. 

The Indian Premier League (IPL) pioneered the retention system in Indian sports, 

allowing franchises to retain a specified number of players from their previous 

season's squad before the player auction. Similarly, the Pro Kabaddi League, Indian 

Super League, and Premier Badminton League have adopted various forms of 

retention and right-to-match options that limit player movement between teams. These 

restrictions must be evaluated against the backdrop of competition law principles and 

the restraint of trade doctrine. 

From a legal perspective, retention clauses are generally considered valid when they 

meet certain criteria: they must be limited in duration, provide fair compensation to 

athletes, allow for reasonable career progression, and include mechanisms for release 

under specified circumstances. Courts have recognized that some degree of player 

movement restriction may be necessary for the stability and commercial viability of 

sports leagues, provided that these restrictions do not disproportionately disadvantage 

athletes. 

The Competition Commission of India has taken note of potential anti-competitive 

effects of excessive retention mechanisms that artificially suppress player salaries or 
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severely restrict career opportunities. While no definitive ruling has emerged on this 

specific issue, the Commission's approach to other sectors suggests that retention 

systems that effectively create a captive market or enable collusive behavior among 

franchises would attract scrutiny under the Competition Act, 2002. 

Athletes challenging retention clauses have often argued that these mechanisms 

deprive them of the opportunity to discover their true market value and restrict their 

freedom to pursue optimal career opportunities. Sporting organizations, in response, 

contend that reasonable retention mechanisms are necessary to protect substantial 

investments in athlete development, maintain team continuity for fan engagement, and 

ensure competitive balance within leagues. 

The legal framework governing retention clauses continues to evolve, with recent 

judicial pronouncements indicating a preference for balanced approaches that 

accommodate both the commercial interests of sporting organizations and the 

professional autonomy of athletes. The trend is towards more flexible retention 

systems with increased compensation for retained players, maximum retention 

periods, and greater transparency in the retention process. 

Employment Law in Sports 

Professional Athletes as Employees vs. Independent Contractors 

The classification of professional athletes as employees or independent contractors 

carries significant legal implications for their rights, benefits, and obligations within 

the sporting ecosystem. This distinction determines the applicability of various labor 

laws, social security provisions, and tax regulations to the athlete-organization 

relationship. In the Indian context, this classification remains somewhat ambiguous 

due to the diverse contractual arrangements across different sports and the relatively 

recent professionalization of many sporting disciplines. 
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Traditionally, many Indian athletes were engaged under arrangements that resembled 

independent contractor relationships, particularly in individual sports where athletes 

maintained significant autonomy over their training, competition schedules, and 

commercial activities. However, with the emergence of professional leagues and more 

structured sporting organizations, many athletes now work under conditions that align 

more closely with employment relationships. These include regular remuneration, 

substantial control by the organization over work conditions, integration into the 

organization's operations, and economic dependence on a single sporting entity. 

Indian courts have increasingly applied the "control test" and the "integration test" to 

determine the true nature of athlete-organization relationships. The control test 

examines the degree of control exercised by the sporting organization over the 

athlete's activities, while the integration test assesses whether the athlete forms an 

integral part of the organization's operations. In cricket, for instance, players 

contracted with the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) on central contracts 

are subject to significant control regarding their availability, workload management, 

and even participation in certain commercial activities, suggesting an 

employer-employee relationship. 

The implications of classification are substantial. Athletes classified as employees 

gain protections under the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, the Payment of Gratuity Act, 

1972, and various social security legislation. They also benefit from implied terms 

regarding workplace safety, non-discrimination, and unfair dismissal protections. 

Independent contractors, conversely, retain greater autonomy but lack these statutory 

protections and must rely primarily on the terms of their contracts for legal recourse. 

Recent judicial pronouncements and regulatory developments suggest a trend towards 

recognizing employment relationships in professional sports, particularly in team 

sports with established league structures. This trend acknowledges the economic 
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reality of modern professional sports, where athletes often have limited bargaining 

power and are economically dependent on sporting organizations for their livelihoods. 

Application of Labor Laws to Sports Professionals 

The application of labor laws to sports professionals in India represents an evolving 

area of jurisprudence that reflects the tension between traditional employment 

frameworks and the unique characteristics of sporting careers. The applicability of key 

labor legislation such as the Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, the Employees' State 

Insurance Act, 1948, and the Employees' Provident Fund and Miscellaneous 

Provisions Act, 1952 to athletes depends largely on their classification as employees 

and the nature of the sporting organization they are affiliated with. 

For athletes who qualify as employees, the Industrial Disputes Act provides 

protections against unfair dismissal and establishes mechanisms for resolving disputes 

related to terms of employment. This is particularly relevant in situations where 

athletes face disciplinary actions or contract terminations that may be disproportionate 

or procedurally flawed. The Act's provisions regarding layoffs and retrenchment may 

also apply in scenarios where sporting organizations undergo restructuring or face 

financial difficulties affecting multiple athletes. 

The social security legislation, including the Employees' State Insurance Act and the 

Employees' Provident Fund Act, has seen limited application in the sports sector 

traditionally, but this is changing with the increasing recognition of employment 

relationships in professional sports. Some established sporting organizations, 

particularly in cricket and football, have begun implementing provident fund and 

insurance schemes for contracted players, acknowledging their responsibilities as 

employers under these laws. 

The Payment of Wages Act, 1936 and the Minimum Wages Act, 1948 have potential 

implications for ensuring timely payment and establishing floor wages in professional 
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sports, particularly for athletes in developing leagues or lower divisions. These laws 

could provide important protections against wage exploitation and payment delays, 

which have been reported in some emerging professional leagues in India. 

Workplace safety regulations, including the Occupational Safety, Health and Working 

Conditions Code, 2020, impose obligations on sporting organizations to provide safe 

training and competition environments for athletes. These provisions are particularly 

relevant given the physical nature of sporting activities and the risk of injuries 

inherent in many sports. Sporting organizations classified as employers must take 

reasonable measures to mitigate these risks and provide appropriate safety equipment 

and medical support. 

The enforcement of labor laws in the sporting context faces practical challenges, 

including the irregular work patterns of athletes, the difficulty in quantifying working 

hours, and the cultural reluctance to view sporting activities through an employment 

lens. However, recent judicial pronouncements have emphasized that the unique 

characteristics of sporting careers should not deprive athletes of basic labor 

protections available to workers in other sectors. 

Injury Compensation and Rehabilitation Rights 

Injury compensation and rehabilitation rights constitute a critical aspect of athlete 

welfare that intersects with both contractual obligations and statutory protections. 

Given the inherent physical risks in sporting activities, comprehensive frameworks for 

addressing injuries are essential for protecting athletes' short-term and long-term 

wellbeing. In the Indian context, these frameworks have traditionally been 

underdeveloped compared to more established sporting jurisdictions, but significant 

progress has been made in recent years. 

Contractual provisions regarding injury management typically address several key 

aspects: continued remuneration during injury periods, access to medical treatment 
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and rehabilitation facilities, insurance coverage for medical expenses, and criteria for 

return to play. The comprehensiveness of these provisions varies considerably across 

different sports and levels of competition, with elite athletes generally securing more 

robust protections than those competing at lower levels. 

For athletes classified as employees, the Employees' State Insurance Act, 1948 

potentially provides a statutory foundation for injury benefits, including medical care 

and cash benefits during periods of incapacity resulting from work-related injuries. 

Similarly, the Employees' Compensation Act, 1923 establishes employer liability for 

injuries arising out of and in the course of employment, which could include training 

and competition activities for professional athletes. 

Beyond statutory frameworks, many national sports federations and professional 

leagues have established their own injury management protocols and insurance 

schemes. The BCCI, for instance, has implemented comprehensive medical insurance 

coverage for contracted players and established rehabilitation pathways through the 

National Cricket Academy. Similar initiatives are emerging in other sports, though 

coverage remains inconsistent across the sporting landscape. 

The right to proper rehabilitation following injuries encompasses not only medical 

treatment but also appropriate return-to-play protocols that prioritize athlete health 

over competitive considerations. Recent litigation and advocacy efforts have 

highlighted instances where athletes were pressured to return prematurely from 

injuries, leading to longer-term health consequences. These cases have underscored 

the need for independent medical oversight in return-to-play decisions and clear 

protocols that prioritize athlete welfare. 

Insurance coverage for career-ending injuries or long-term health conditions resulting 

from sporting activities remains an area requiring further development in Indian 

sports. Unlike some international jurisdictions where comprehensive career-ending 
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injury insurance is standard for professional athletes, such coverage remains limited in 

many Indian sports, leaving athletes vulnerable to significant financial hardship if they 

suffer catastrophic injuries. 

Retirement Benefits and Post-Career Transition Support 

The finite nature of athletic careers necessitates robust frameworks for retirement 

benefits and post-career transition support. Unlike conventional professions where 

careers may span four decades or more, athletes often face retirement in their thirties 

or earlier, requiring financial planning and skill development for post-athletic life. The 

legal and institutional frameworks supporting this transition in Indian sports have 

historically been inadequate but are gradually improving through various initiatives. 

From a legal perspective, retirement benefits for athletes may derive from several 

sources depending on their employment status and contractual arrangements. Athletes 

classified as employees may be entitled to gratuity payments under the Payment of 

Gratuity Act, 1972 if they meet the qualifying period of service. Similarly, those 

covered under the Employees' Provident Fund scheme accumulate retirement savings 

throughout their careers, providing a financial cushion upon retirement. 

Beyond these statutory mechanisms, some sporting organizations have established 

pension schemes for retired athletes. The BCCI's pension scheme for former cricketers 

represents the most developed example, providing monthly payments to players who 

have represented India internationally or participated in domestic cricket for specified 

periods. Similar schemes have been introduced in some other sports, though with 

considerably less generous benefits reflecting the financial disparities across different 

sporting disciplines. 

Post-career transition support encompasses educational opportunities, vocational 

training, and mentorship programs designed to equip athletes with skills and networks 

for their post-athletic careers. The Sports Authority of India and some national 
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federations have initiated programs offering educational scholarships and vocational 

training for retiring athletes, though these initiatives remain limited in scope and 

accessibility. 

The legal recognition of athletes' needs for post-career support is emerging through 

policy frameworks rather than explicit legislation. The National Sports Development 

Code includes provisions encouraging federations to establish welfare schemes for 

retired athletes, though enforcement mechanisms remain weak. Some state 

governments have implemented policies reserving public sector positions for 

accomplished athletes, providing employment security beyond their sporting careers. 

Recent advocacy efforts have focused on creating more comprehensive transition 

programs that begin well before retirement, allowing athletes to develop parallel skills 

and qualifications while still competing. This approach recognizes that post-career 

planning should be integrated throughout an athlete's active years rather than 

addressed only at the point of retirement. Legal frameworks supporting educational 

flexibility, sabbatical provisions in player contracts, and financial planning assistance 

are gradually being incorporated into the regulatory landscape of Indian sports. 

Women in Sports: Legal Protections 

The Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace Act, 2013 - Application to 

Sports 

The Sexual Harassment of Women at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibition and 

Redressal) Act, 2013 represents a landmark legislation that has significant 

implications for women athletes and other women working in sporting environments. 

The Act provides a comprehensive framework for preventing and addressing sexual 

harassment in all workplaces, including sporting organizations, training facilities, and 

competition venues. Its application to the sports sector has particular importance given 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 60 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

the often hierarchical coach-athlete relationships, the physical nature of sporting 

activities, and the historically male-dominated governance structures in many sports. 

The Act mandates the establishment of Internal Complaints Committees (ICCs) in 

organizations with ten or more employees, which would include most national sports 

federations, major clubs, and professional leagues. These committees must include 

external members with expertise in addressing sexual harassment issues and must 

follow specified procedures for investigating complaints and recommending 

appropriate actions. For smaller sporting organizations, Local Complaints Committees 

established at the district level provide an alternative mechanism for addressing 

harassment complaints. 

In the sporting context, the definition of sexual harassment under the Act encompasses 

not only explicit sexual advances but also creation of hostile environments through 

comments about athletes' bodies, inappropriate physical contact during training, 

conditioning professional opportunities on sexual favors, and other forms of 

gender-based intimidation. The power imbalances inherent in coach-athlete 

relationships and selection processes make these protections particularly crucial for 

women in sports. 

The implementation of the Act in sporting organizations has been uneven, with some 

federations establishing robust compliance mechanisms while others lag behind. The 

Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports has issued directives requiring all recognized 

federations to establish functioning ICCs and include anti-harassment provisions in 

their governance documents. Compliance with these directives is increasingly 

considered in the recognition and funding decisions for sports federations. 

Several high-profile cases involving allegations of sexual harassment in sports have 

highlighted both the importance of the Act's protections and the challenges in their 

implementation. These cases have revealed issues such as inadequate awareness 
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among women athletes about their rights under the Act, fear of retaliation affecting 

reporting, and conflicts of interest within sporting organizations that may compromise 

the independence of internal investigation mechanisms. In response, some federations 

have strengthened their compliance frameworks by appointing independent protection 

officers, establishing anonymous reporting channels, and conducting regular 

awareness programs for athletes, coaches, and administrators. 

The Act's application to sports extends beyond formal employment relationships to 

include athletes training under federation programs, participants in national camps, 

and other women engaged in sporting activities under the umbrella of recognized 

organizations. This broad scope acknowledges the diverse relationships within the 

sporting ecosystem and ensures that women athletes receive protection regardless of 

their formal employment status. 

Equality in Pay, Facilities, and Opportunities 

The pursuit of equality in pay, facilities, and opportunities represents a fundamental 

aspect of gender justice in sports that has gained increasing legal recognition in recent 

years. While no specific legislation mandates equal pay for male and female athletes 

in India, the principles of equality enshrined in Articles 14 and 15 of the Constitution 

provide a constitutional foundation for challenging gender-based disparities in 

sporting contexts. 

Pay disparities between male and female athletes remain substantial across most 

Indian sports, reflecting broader market inequalities but also raising questions about 

the role of sporting organizations in perpetuating or addressing these disparities. In 

recent years, some federations have taken steps towards equalizing match fees and 

prize money for national representations, with cricket leading this transformation 

when the BCCI announced equal match fees for centrally contracted men and women 
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cricketers in 2022. However, significant gaps persist in endorsement opportunities, 

league salaries, and overall earning potential. 

Access to quality training facilities, support staff, and competition opportunities 

constitutes another dimension of equality that has legal implications. Public facilities 

funded through government resources are subject to constitutional equality mandates, 

making discriminatory allocation of resources potentially challengeable through 

public interest litigation. Several High Court judgments have emphasized that sporting 

facilities maintained by public authorities must be equally accessible to athletes 

regardless of gender, though enforcement of these principles remains inconsistent. 

The Sports Authority of India and the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports have 

implemented policies requiring federations to demonstrate gender equity in resource 

allocation as a condition for continued recognition and financial support. These 

administrative measures leverage the government's regulatory authority to promote 

equality even in the absence of specific legislation. Additionally, the National Sports 

Development Code includes provisions encouraging gender balance in sports 

governance, though without strict enforcement mechanisms. 

International conventions and frameworks, including the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the 

UNESCO International Charter of Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport, 

create obligations for India to address gender disparities in sports. These international 

commitments provide additional legal grounds for advocacy and potential litigation 

seeking equality in sporting opportunities. 

Recent judicial interventions have emphasized that equality in sports extends beyond 

formal access to include substantive equality in terms of quality of facilities, coaching 

support, competition exposure, and professional development opportunities. Courts 

have been increasingly willing to scrutinize federations' resource allocation decisions 
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through the lens of constitutional equality principles, particularly when significant 

disparities cannot be justified by objective factors such as revenue generation or 

performance metrics. 

Transgender Athlete Regulations 

The legal framework governing transgender athlete participation in Indian sports is 

evolving amidst complex intersections of human rights principles, scientific evidence, 

and sporting traditions. Unlike some international jurisdictions with established 

policies, India's approach to transgender athlete inclusion remains fragmented across 

different sports, creating uncertainty for athletes and administrators alike. The 

Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019 prohibits discrimination against 

transgender persons in educational institutions receiving public funding, which 

includes many sports training facilities, but does not specifically address competitive 

sports participation. 

In the absence of comprehensive national legislation, most Indian sports federations 

have adopted guidelines from their respective international federations, resulting in 

inconsistent approaches across different sports. These guidelines typically balance 

inclusion principles with considerations related to potential performance advantages, 

particularly in women's categories. The scientific basis for these regulations continues 

to evolve, with emerging research challenging some traditional assumptions about 

physiological advantages. 

The legal status of these federation-level regulations has been contested through 

litigation in several instances, with courts applying constitutional principles and 

international human rights standards in their assessments. The Supreme Court's 

landmark judgment in National Legal Services Authority v. Union of India (2014) 

recognized transgender persons' right to self-identified gender and established broader 

principles of gender equality that have implications for sports participation policies. 
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Similarly, the Navtej Singh Johar v. Union of India (2018) judgment, while primarily 

addressing the decriminalization of homosexuality, articulated principles of dignity 

and non-discrimination that inform legal approaches to transgender rights in various 

contexts, including sports. 

Athletes challenging exclusionary policies have argued that blanket restrictions based 

on gender history violate constitutional rights to equality (Article 14), 

non-discrimination (Article 15), and the freedom to practice any profession (Article 

19(1)(g)). Sports authorities, conversely, have contended that certain eligibility criteria 

are necessary to maintain fair competition, particularly in physical sports where 

performance differences between male and female athletes are substantial. 

The emerging judicial approach balances these competing considerations by requiring 

federations to establish evidence-based eligibility criteria that are proportionate to 

legitimate competitive objectives. Courts have been skeptical of policies that impose 

disproportionate burdens on transgender athletes, such as invasive medical 

examinations or hormone requirements that exceed those established by international 

medical guidelines for transgender healthcare. 

Recent policy developments suggest a trend towards more inclusive approaches that 

focus on sport-specific performance indicators rather than broad gender-based 

exclusions. Some federations have implemented testosterone-based eligibility criteria 

for women's competitions, while others have adopted case-by-case assessment models 

that consider the specific characteristics of each sport. These evolving frameworks 

reflect a growing recognition that transgender inclusion in sports requires nuanced 

approaches that balance competitive fairness with human rights principles. 

Dutee Chand v. Athletics Federation of India (2015) - Hyperandrogenism 

Regulations 
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The landmark case of Dutee Chand v. Athletics Federation of India (2015) represents 

a watershed moment in the legal recognition of athletes' bodily autonomy and the 

limits of sporting regulations affecting natural physical characteristics. Dutee Chand, 

an accomplished Indian sprinter, challenged her disqualification from international 

competition based on hyperandrogenism regulations that imposed testosterone limits 

for female athletes. Her appeal to the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) raised 

fundamental questions about the scientific basis, proportionality, and human rights 

implications of such regulations. 

The CAS Panel's decision to suspend the IAAF's (now World Athletics) 

hyperandrogenism regulations pending further scientific evidence established several 

important legal principles with far-reaching implications for athlete rights. First, the 

Panel recognized that regulations imposing significant restrictions on competition 

eligibility must be supported by robust scientific evidence demonstrating a clear 

connection between the regulated characteristic and performance advantages. The 

burden of proof rests with the regulating authority to establish both the existence and 

the magnitude of any advantage. 

Second, the decision emphasized the principle of proportionality in sports regulations, 

requiring that any restrictions on competition eligibility be proportionate to legitimate 

sporting objectives and represent the least intrusive means of achieving those 

objectives. The Panel questioned whether testosterone suppression requirements 

constituted a proportionate response, particularly given the potential health 

implications and the interference with athletes' natural physical development. 

Third, the case established that sporting regulations must be consistent with broader 

human rights principles, including the right to dignity, bodily integrity, and 

non-discrimination. The Panel acknowledged that regulations targeting naturally 

occurring physical characteristics raise particular concerns when they 
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disproportionately affect athletes from specific ethnic backgrounds or geographic 

regions. 

For Indian sports law, the Dutee Chand case established important precedents 

regarding athletes' standing to challenge regulatory decisions affecting their careers 

and the justiciability of international sporting regulations within national legal 

frameworks. The Athletics Federation of India's implementation of the international 

hyperandrogenism regulations was subject to review under Indian constitutional 

principles, with the Karnataka High Court initially staying Chand's disqualification 

before the matter proceeded to CAS. 

The case also highlighted the interplay between international sporting governance and 

national legal systems, with CAS recognizing that international federations must 

respect the legal standards and human rights principles applicable in their member 

countries. This recognition strengthens the position of Indian athletes seeking to 

challenge international regulations that may conflict with domestic legal protections. 

Following her successful challenge, Dutee Chand resumed her international career and 

became an important advocate for athletes' rights beyond her own case. The 

subsequent modifications to hyperandrogenism regulations by World Athletics, which 

now focus on specific events rather than imposing blanket restrictions, reflect in part 

the legal principles established through her challenge, though controversy continues 

regarding the scientific and ethical basis of these revised regulations. 

Athlete Representation 

Players' Associations: Legal Status and Recognition 

Players' associations serve as collective representative bodies that advocate for 

athletes' interests in negotiations with sporting organizations, policy development, and 

welfare initiatives. Their legal status and recognition in the Indian sporting landscape 
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remains variable across different sports, reflecting both the uneven development of 

professional structures and the historically paternalistic governance models in many 

federations. The legal framework governing these associations draws on broader laws 

related to societies, trusts, and trade unions, adapted to the specific context of sports. 

Players' associations in India may be registered under several legal frameworks 

depending on their objectives and structures. The Societies Registration Act, 1860 

provides one common avenue, allowing associations to establish legal personality 

while maintaining flexibility in their operations. Alternatively, some associations 

register as non-profit companies under Section 8 of the Companies Act, 2013, gaining 

the benefits of corporate structure while pursuing non-commercial objectives. 

Registration as trade unions under the Trade Unions Act, 1926 remains less common 

but provides specific legal protections for collective bargaining activities. 

The legal recognition of players' associations by sporting federations varies 

significantly. In cricket, the Indian Cricketers' Association (ICA) has received formal 

recognition from the BCCI following judicial intervention through the Lodha 

Committee recommendations and subsequent Supreme Court directives. This 

recognition grants the association representation on key BCCI committees and 

consultation rights on decisions affecting player welfare. In contrast, players' 

associations in many other sports operate without formal recognition from their 

respective federations, limiting their influence in governance structures. 

The legal authority of players' associations to engage in collective bargaining on 

behalf of athletes depends on their formal recognition and the willingness of sporting 

organizations to negotiate collectively. Without specific legislation mandating 

collective bargaining in sports (unlike some international jurisdictions), Indian players' 

associations must often rely on voluntary recognition or strategic leverage to secure 

negotiating rights. The absence of a sports-specific collective bargaining framework 
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leaves significant legal ambiguity regarding the enforceability of collectively 

negotiated agreements. 

Recent judicial pronouncements have strengthened the position of players' 

associations by emphasizing the principles of democratic governance and stakeholder 

representation in sports. Courts have increasingly recognized that athletes, as primary 

stakeholders in sporting activities, have legitimate interests in governance processes 

that should be accommodated through formal representation mechanisms. These 

judicial approaches have provided legal impetus for the formation and recognition of 

players' associations across different sports. 

The international trend towards greater athlete representation in sports governance, 

reflected in guidelines from bodies such as the International Olympic Committee and 

various international federations, has also influenced the development of legal 

frameworks for players' associations in India. These international standards are 

increasingly referenced in disputes regarding athlete representation, providing 

additional normative support for the formal recognition of players' associations within 

national governance structures. 

Collective Bargaining Rights of Athletes 

Collective bargaining rights represent a critical mechanism through which athletes can 

address power imbalances in their relationships with sporting organizations and secure 

fair terms for their professional activities. Unlike jurisdictions with explicit sports 

labor relations frameworks, such as the United States, India lacks specific legislation 

governing collective bargaining in sports, leaving these processes to develop through 

practice, judicial intervention, and adaptation of general labor law principles. 

The legal foundation for collective bargaining in Indian sports derives primarily from 

the Trade Unions Act, 1926, which provides for the registration and protection of 

trade unions engaged in collective negotiations. However, the applicability of this 
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framework to sports is complicated by questions regarding athletes' employment 

status and the unique characteristics of sporting labor markets. Where athletes are 

recognized as employees, trade union protections potentially extend to their collective 

activities, though this remains largely untested in litigation. 

In practice, collective bargaining in Indian sports has emerged most prominently in 

cricket, where the growing commercial value of players' services has provided 

leverage for collective action. The establishment of revenue-sharing models, 

minimum contract values, and standardized contract terms for domestic and 

international cricketers represents the outcome of informal collective negotiations, 

even in the absence of a formal collective bargaining agreement. These developments 

have occurred through a combination of player solidarity, strategic leverage at critical 

junctures, and the BCCI's pragmatic recognition of the benefits of stable player 

relations. 

For collective negotiations to have legal enforceability, the negotiating body must 

have authority to represent the athletes concerned, and the resulting agreement must 

satisfy the requirements of contract law. This presents challenges in sports where 

player representation remains fragmented or where federations resist formal 

recognition of collective negotiating entities. The absence of a legal obligation to 

bargain collectively allows recalcitrant sporting organizations to simply refuse 

negotiations, limiting athletes' ability to leverage collective action for improved 

conditions. 

International standards and practices increasingly recognize collective bargaining as a 

legitimate aspect of the athlete-organization relationship. The World Players 

Association and its affiliated national unions have developed frameworks for 

collective bargaining in sports that influence emerging practices in India, particularly 
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in globally connected sports. These international norms provide reference points for 

the development of collective bargaining structures suited to the Indian context. 

Recent judicial approaches have emphasized that sporting organizations' monopolistic 

control over access to competitions creates special responsibilities regarding fair 

treatment of athletes, potentially including obligations to consider collective 

representations in good faith. This evolving jurisprudence may provide legal support 

for expanded collective bargaining rights even in the absence of specific legislation, 

particularly where athletes can demonstrate that individual negotiation is insufficient 

to address structural power imbalances. 

Athlete Commission Requirements 

Athlete commissions represent institutional mechanisms through which athletes 

participate directly in the governance and decision-making processes of sporting 

organizations. The legal requirements for establishing and empowering these 

commissions have evolved significantly in recent years, driven by a combination of 

international governance standards, judicial directives, and policy initiatives aimed at 

democratizing sports governance in India. 

The National Sports Development Code of India, as amended in 2011 and 

subsequently, includes provisions encouraging national sports federations to establish 

athlete commissions with meaningful representation in governance structures. These 

provisions, while not creating justiciable legal rights, establish administrative 

expectations that influence the Ministry's recognition and funding decisions. 

Federations seeking government recognition and support must demonstrate 

compliance with these governance standards, including appropriate athlete 

representation mechanisms. 

Beyond these general guidelines, specific requirements for athlete commissions have 

emerged through judicial interventions in particular sports. The Supreme 
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Court-mandated reforms in cricket administration, based on the Lodha Committee 

recommendations, established detailed requirements for the Cricket Players' 

Association and its representation on various BCCI committees. Similar judicial 

approaches have influenced governance reforms in other sports, with courts 

increasingly recognizing athlete representation as an essential component of good 

governance in sports. 

International federation requirements create another source of legal obligations 

regarding athlete commissions. Many international federations have established 

minimum standards for athlete representation that national member federations must 

implement to maintain good standing. These international obligations often translate 

into domestic requirements through the federation's constitution and bylaws, creating 

enforceable internal rules regarding athlete commission composition, powers, and 

procedures. 

The legal status of athlete commission decisions varies across different sporting 

organizations, depending on the formal authority granted to these bodies in the 

organization's governance documents. In some federations, athlete commissions serve 

primarily advisory functions with limited decision-making authority, while in others 

they hold voting rights on executive boards or have veto powers over specific 

categories of decisions affecting athlete welfare. These variations reflect different 

conceptions of athlete representation, ranging from consultative models to 

co-determination approaches. 

Effective implementation of athlete commission requirements necessitates not only 

formal structures but also procedural safeguards ensuring genuine athlete voice in 

governance processes. Recent litigation has highlighted instances where athlete 

commissions existed on paper but lacked meaningful influence in practice, leading 

courts to scrutinize not only the existence but also the functional effectiveness of these 

representation mechanisms. This judicial approach underscores that legal compliance 
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requires substantive athlete participation rather than merely formal adherence to 

structural requirements. 

Indian Professional Footballers Association v. All India Football Federation 

(2018) 

The case of Indian Professional Footballers Association v. All India Football 

Federation (2018) represents a significant milestone in the legal recognition of 

collective athlete representation in Indian sports governance. This dispute, adjudicated 

by the Delhi High Court, addressed fundamental questions regarding players' rights to 

organize collectively and participate in decisions affecting their professional interests 

within the football ecosystem. 

The Indian Professional Footballers Association (IPFA), representing professional 

footballers across various leagues in India, challenged certain regulations 

implemented by the All India Football Federation (AIFF) that affected player 

transfers, contract terms, and competition structures. The IPFA contended that these 

regulations were implemented without adequate consultation with the athletes directly 

affected by them, violating principles of participatory governance and potentially 

infringing on players' professional and economic rights. 
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Chapter 4: Sports Disciplinary Mechanisms 

and Dispute Resolution 

Internal Disciplinary Procedures 

Disciplinary Committee Structures 

The foundation of sports governance in India rests upon robust internal disciplinary 

mechanisms that serve as the first line of adjudication for disputes within sporting 

organizations. Sports bodies across India have established sophisticated committee 

structures with varying levels of authority and jurisdiction. The primary governing 

bodies, such as the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), the All India 

Football Federation (AIFF), and other National Sports Federations (NSFs), typically 

implement a multi-tiered approach to disciplinary committees. These structures 

commonly feature a primary disciplinary committee that handles initial complaints, an 

appeals committee that reviews contested decisions, and in more advanced 

organizations, an ethics committee that addresses matters related to integrity and 

conduct. 

The composition of these committees demands careful consideration, as their 

effectiveness depends largely on the qualifications and independence of their 

members. Progressive sports bodies now include legal experts, former athletes, and 

independent members alongside organizational representatives to ensure balanced 

perspectives. For instance, the BCCI's disciplinary committee includes a retired High 

Court judge, two former international cricketers, and two administrative officials, 

creating a blend of legal acumen, sporting experience, and administrative knowledge. 
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This diversity in membership enhances the credibility of decisions and strengthens the 

committee's capacity to address complex disciplinary matters. 

The jurisdiction of disciplinary committees extends across a spectrum of infractions, 

including on-field misconduct, violations of the code of conduct, contractual breaches, 

and integrity issues such as match-fixing or doping. Each committee operates 

according to procedural rules outlined in the constitution or bylaws of the respective 

sporting organization. These rules delineate the methods for filing complaints, 

timeframes for responses, evidentiary standards, hearing protocols, and the range of 

available sanctions. Increasingly, Indian sports organizations are codifying these 

procedures in comprehensive disciplinary regulations that provide transparency and 

predictability to all stakeholders. 

Principles of Natural Justice in Sports Disciplinary Actions 

Natural justice principles form the cornerstone of legitimate disciplinary procedures in 

sports governance. These principles, deeply embedded in Indian jurisprudence, ensure 

that disciplinary actions adhere to fundamental fairness standards. The twin pillars of 

natural justice—nemo judex in causa sua (no one should be a judge in their own 

cause) and audi alteram partem (hear the other side)—guide sports disciplinary 

proceedings throughout India. These principles have been consistently upheld by 

Indian courts when reviewing disciplinary actions taken by sports bodies. 

The right to a fair hearing constitutes the most essential element of natural justice in 

sports disciplinary contexts. This right encompasses several components: adequate 

notice of charges, sufficient time to prepare a defense, access to evidence, the 

opportunity to present one's case, the right to representation, and a reasoned decision 

from an impartial tribunal. The Delhi High Court in Sneh Lata Juyal v. Gymnastics 

Federation of India (2015) emphasized that failure to provide adequate notice and a 
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proper hearing before taking disciplinary action renders the decision void ab initio, 

regardless of the substantive merits of the case. 

Conflict of interest considerations have gained prominence in recent years, 

particularly after the Justice Lodha Committee recommendations for cricket 

governance reforms. These recommendations have inspired other sports federations to 

implement stricter conflict of interest policies for disciplinary committee members. 

Recusal mechanisms now exist in many sports bodies, requiring committee members 

to withdraw from proceedings where personal or professional connections might 

compromise impartiality. For example, the Indian Olympic Association (IOA) ethics 

commission mandates that members disclose any potential conflicts and recuse 

themselves accordingly, with provisions for temporary replacements to maintain the 

commission's functionality. 

Transparency in disciplinary proceedings has evolved significantly, with more sports 

organizations publishing disciplinary regulations, hearing schedules, and reasoned 

decisions. This trend aligns with natural justice principles by ensuring that affected 

parties understand the basis for decisions and can prepare effective appeals if 

necessary. However, implementation varies considerably across sports, with some 

organizations still conducting disciplinary proceedings behind closed doors, raising 

concerns about the integrity of the process. 

Proportionality in Sanctions 

The principle of proportionality serves as a crucial constraint on disciplinary powers 

in sports governance, ensuring that sanctions correspond appropriately to the nature 

and severity of infractions. Indian courts have consistently emphasized that 

disproportionate sanctions may constitute an abuse of discretion, potentially rendering 

disciplinary decisions vulnerable to judicial intervention. This principle requires 

disciplinary authorities to balance multiple factors: the gravity of the violation, the 
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athlete's intent, any mitigating circumstances, precedents in similar cases, and the 

broader implications for sporting integrity. 

Sports organizations in India increasingly codify sanctioning guidelines to establish 

consistency and predictability in disciplinary outcomes. These guidelines typically 

present a graduated approach, with penalties ranging from warnings and reprimands 

for minor infractions to suspensions, fines, and lifetime bans for more serious 

violations. For instance, the Hockey India Code of Conduct specifies different levels 

of sanctions based on the classification of offenses into categories of increasing 

severity. Similarly, the Table Tennis Federation of India articulates distinct sanctioning 

ranges for different types of misconduct, providing disciplinary committees with 

structured discretion while maintaining flexibility for case-specific considerations. 

Mitigating and aggravating factors play a significant role in the application of 

proportionate sanctions. Common mitigating factors include admission of guilt, 

cooperation with investigations, lack of prior infractions, genuine remorse, and youth 

or inexperience. Conversely, aggravating factors encompass premeditation, repeated 

violations, obstruction of disciplinary processes, leadership positions that create 

heightened responsibility, and violations that substantially harm the reputation of the 

sport. The balanced consideration of these factors ensures that sanctions account for 

the totality of circumstances surrounding each case. 

Appeal mechanisms serve as an essential safeguard against disproportionate sanctions. 

Sports bodies typically establish internal appeals processes that allow affected parties 

to challenge excessive penalties. These mechanisms enable higher-level committees to 

review not only procedural compliance but also the proportionality of sanctions 

imposed. Moreover, the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) has, in cases involving 

Indian athletes, demonstrated willingness to modify sanctions when they fall outside 
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the range of reasonable proportionality, thereby reinforcing this principle at the 

international level. 

Mohamed Azharuddin v. BCCI (2012) - Due Process Requirements 

The landmark case of Mohamed Azharuddin v. Board of Control for Cricket in India 

(2012) stands as a watershed moment in the evolution of due process requirements in 

Indian sports disciplinary proceedings. In this seminal case, the Andhra Pradesh High 

Court set aside the life ban imposed on former Indian cricket captain Mohamed 

Azharuddin by the BCCI following allegations of match-fixing. The court's decision 

hinged not on a determination of Azharuddin's innocence but on significant procedural 

deficiencies in the BCCI's disciplinary process that violated fundamental principles of 

natural justice. 

The court identified several critical procedural flaws that rendered the disciplinary 

action untenable. First, it highlighted the BCCI's failure to provide Azharuddin with 

complete access to the evidence against him, including the full investigative report 

that formed the basis of the allegations. This limitation severely hampered his ability 

to prepare an effective defense. Second, the court noted that the disciplinary 

committee had not conducted a thorough, independent investigation but had relied 

heavily on an external report without sufficiently verifying its findings or allowing 

Azharuddin to cross-examine the sources. Third, the composition of the disciplinary 

committee raised concerns about potential bias and predetermined outcomes, as some 

members had made public statements about the case before the proceedings 

concluded. 

The High Court's ruling established that sports bodies, despite their autonomous 

status, must adhere to rigorous procedural standards when exercising disciplinary 

powers with significant consequences for athletes' careers and reputations. The court 

emphasized that the gravity of a life ban—effectively terminating an athlete's 
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professional career and tarnishing their legacy—demands the highest level of 

procedural fairness. This proportionality consideration between the severity of 

sanctions and the rigor of due process has subsequently influenced disciplinary 

frameworks across Indian sports organizations. 

The legacy of Azharuddin's case extended beyond cricket, prompting systematic 

reforms in disciplinary procedures across various sports bodies. These reforms include 

more detailed documentation of procedural rules, enhanced disclosure requirements, 

provisions for legal representation, clearer evidentiary standards, and more transparent 

decision-making processes. For instance, the Wrestling Federation of India revised its 

disciplinary regulations following this case, explicitly incorporating principles 

articulated by the High Court regarding evidence disclosure and committee 

composition. 

Specialized Dispute Resolution Frameworks 

Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) - Indian Engagement 

India's engagement with the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) has evolved 

significantly, reflecting the growing internationalization of sports governance and 

dispute resolution. Established in 1984 and headquartered in Lausanne, Switzerland, 

CAS serves as the preeminent international tribunal for sports-related disputes. While 

initially met with skepticism by Indian sports authorities accustomed to domestic 

adjudication, CAS has gained increasing recognition and relevance in the Indian 

sports landscape over the past two decades. 

The integration of CAS arbitration clauses into the regulations of international sports 

federations has been a primary driver of Indian engagement with this specialized 

tribunal. As members of international bodies like FIFA, the International Cricket 

Council (ICC), and the International Olympic Committee (IOC), Indian sports 
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federations have implicitly or explicitly accepted CAS jurisdiction for certain 

categories of disputes. This structural linkage has created a pathway for Indian 

athletes and sports bodies to access international sports arbitration, particularly for 

disputes arising in the context of international competitions or involving interpretation 

of international sporting regulations. 

Notable cases involving Indian athletes at CAS have established important precedents 

and raised awareness about international sports arbitration within India's sporting 

community. The case of Dutee Chand v. Athletics Federation of India & International 

Association of Athletics Federations (2015) stands as a landmark example, where the 

Indian sprinter successfully challenged the hyperandrogenism regulations that had 

rendered her ineligible for female competitions. The CAS panel's interim decision 

suspending the regulations pending further scientific evidence demonstrated both the 

accessibility of CAS to Indian athletes and its capacity to address complex, 

scientifically nuanced disputes with global implications. 

Despite increasing engagement, several challenges hinder fuller integration of CAS 

into India's sports dispute resolution ecosystem. Financial barriers present significant 

obstacles, as CAS proceedings involve substantial costs including arbitrator fees, 

administrative charges, and expenses for legal representation in Switzerland. These 

financial constraints disproportionately affect individual athletes compared to 

well-funded sports organizations. Cultural and linguistic barriers also exist, as CAS 

proceedings typically occur in English or French within a European legal context that 

may seem foreign to stakeholders accustomed to Indian legal traditions. Additionally, 

geographical distance complicates in-person participation, though recent 

developments in virtual hearings have partially mitigated this challenge. 

Sports Arbitration Centers in India 
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The development of indigenous sports arbitration centers represents India's effort to 

establish specialized dispute resolution mechanisms tailored to the unique 

characteristics of its sporting ecosystem. These centers aim to combine the expertise 

and efficiency of international models like CAS with greater accessibility, cultural 

sensitivity, and alignment with Indian legal principles. While still evolving, these 

institutions reflect a growing recognition that specialized forums for sports disputes 

can enhance the quality and consistency of resolution outcomes. 

The Sports Law and Welfare Association of India (SLWAI) pioneered the 

establishment of the Indian Court of Arbitration for Sports (ICAS) in 2012. Based in 

New Delhi, ICAS was designed as a dedicated arbitral institution for sports disputes, 

featuring a panel of arbitrators with backgrounds in sports law, administration, and 

former athletic competition. ICAS offers services including arbitration, mediation, and 

advisory opinions on sports regulations. Despite its promising framework, ICAS has 

faced challenges in gaining widespread acceptance, as many sports federations have 

not formally incorporated ICAS arbitration clauses into their regulations, limiting its 

jurisdictional reach. 

The Maharashtra State Lawn Tennis Association established the Sports Arbitration 

Center of India (SACI) in Mumbai in 2019, focusing initially on tennis-related 

disputes before expanding to other sports. SACI distinguishes itself through 

specialized expertise in contractual and commercial aspects of sports, including 

endorsement agreements, broadcasting rights, and sponsorship disputes. Its proximity 

to Mumbai's commercial arbitration community has facilitated the development of 

sports-specific commercial arbitration practices that address the intersection of sports 

governance and business relationships. 

State-level initiatives have emerged as another avenue for specialized sports dispute 

resolution. The Odisha Sports Arbitration Centre, launched in 2021 in conjunction 

with the state's investments in sports infrastructure and development, aims to resolve 
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disputes arising from the state's growing sports ecosystem. Similarly, the Tamil Nadu 

Physical Education and Sports University has proposed establishing a Sports Dispute 

Resolution Centre that would combine academic research with practical dispute 

resolution services. These state-level initiatives benefit from governmental support 

and integration with local sports development strategies, potentially offering more 

accessible forums for grassroots sports disputes. 

Sports Dispute Resolution Panels 

Specialized dispute resolution panels have emerged within major sports organizations 

as intermediate mechanisms between internal disciplinary procedures and external 

judicial or arbitral proceedings. These panels typically address specific categories of 

disputes that require particular expertise or expedited resolution, such as selection 

controversies, technical appeals, or eligibility determinations. The development of 

these panels reflects a recognition that certain sports disputes benefit from 

adjudication by individuals with specialized knowledge of the sport's technical aspects 

and governance structures. 

Selection dispute panels have gained prominence in Olympic sports, where the 

quadrennial cycle and qualification pathways generate frequent controversies. The 

Indian Olympic Association (IOA) established a Selection Appeals Committee that 

reviews challenges to athlete nominations for international competitions. This 

committee, comprising a retired judge, a sports administrator, and former Olympic 

athletes, applies specific criteria including transparent selection procedures, adherence 

to qualifying standards, and compliance with international federation requirements. 

The Boxing Federation of India similarly maintains a Selection Review Panel that 

evaluates grievances regarding national team selection, with expedited procedures 

designed to resolve disputes without compromising competition preparation timelines. 
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Technical appeal panels address disputes arising from officiating decisions, rule 

interpretations, and competition management. The Badminton Association of India's 

Technical Disputes Committee, for example, reviews appeals against technical 

decisions during tournaments, applying a standard of review that grants deference to 

officials on factual determinations while scrutinizing more carefully the correct 

application of rules. These panels typically impose strict time limitations for filing 

appeals—often within hours of the disputed decision—to maintain the integrity and 

continuity of competitions. 

Eligibility panels determine athletes' qualification to participate in competitions based 

on criteria such as age, nationality, gender classification, or other category-specific 

requirements. The Athletics Federation of India maintains an Eligibility Committee 

that reviews documentation and, when necessary, conducts hearings to resolve status 

questions. These panels often incorporate medical or scientific expertise for disputes 

involving physiological classifications. The development of these specialized panels 

has created intermediate forums that combine sport-specific knowledge with 

procedural rigor, potentially reducing the need for external judicial intervention in 

technical sporting matters. 

Enforcement of CAS Awards in India 

The enforcement of Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) awards within the Indian 

legal system presents complex questions at the intersection of international sports law, 

arbitration law, and public policy considerations. As CAS decisions increasingly affect 

Indian athletes and sports organizations, the mechanisms for recognizing and 

enforcing these awards have gained greater practical importance. The legal framework 

for enforcement derives primarily from the Arbitration and Conciliation Act, 1996, 

particularly Part II, which governs the enforcement of foreign arbitral awards in 
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accordance with the New York Convention on the Recognition and Enforcement of 

Foreign Arbitral Awards. 

The classification of CAS as a foreign arbitral tribunal whose awards qualify for 

enforcement under the New York Convention has been generally accepted by Indian 

courts. In Vishal Garg v. Boxing Federation of India (2019), the Delhi High Court 

recognized a CAS award setting aside a disciplinary sanction imposed by an 

international federation, treating the award as a foreign arbitral decision entitled to 

enforcement under Indian law. This recognition aligns with international practice and 

supports the integration of CAS into India's sports dispute resolution landscape. 

However, enforcement requires formal application to the appropriate High Court, 

creating an additional procedural step that may delay the implementation of CAS 

decisions. 

Public policy considerations provide potential grounds for refusing enforcement of 

CAS awards under Section 48 of the Arbitration and Conciliation Act. Indian courts 

have traditionally interpreted the public policy exception narrowly, limiting it to 

awards that fundamentally contradict core legal principles or constitutional values. In 

sports contexts, courts have shown particular reluctance to invoke public policy to 

obstruct enforcement of doping sanctions or disciplinary measures addressing 

integrity issues, recognizing the importance of international consistency in combating 

threats to sporting fairness. Nevertheless, the potential remains for challenges to CAS 

awards that might conflict with distinctive aspects of Indian jurisprudence or 

constitutional protections. 

The hierarchical relationship between CAS awards and decisions of Indian sports 

bodies creates practical implementation challenges. When CAS overturns or modifies 

decisions of Indian federations, questions arise regarding the mechanisms for 

implementing these changes within national governance structures. Increasingly, 

major sports federations incorporate explicit provisions in their regulations 
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acknowledging the binding nature of CAS decisions and establishing procedures for 

their implementation. The BCCI, for instance, revised its anti-doping code to 

expressly recognize the authority of CAS in appeals arising from international 

competitions, thereby creating a clearer pathway for enforcement through 

organizational compliance rather than judicial compulsion. 

Judicial Intervention in Sports Disputes 

Writ Jurisdiction Under Articles 32 and 226 

The constitutional writ jurisdiction of the Supreme Court under Article 32 and High 

Courts under Article 226 has served as a crucial mechanism for judicial intervention 

in sports disputes throughout India. This jurisdiction enables courts to issue writs 

including mandamus, certiorari, prohibition, and quo warranto against entities 

performing public functions, including sports bodies. The evolution of jurisprudence 

regarding the applicability of writ jurisdiction to sports organizations has significantly 

shaped the relationship between judicial authority and sports autonomy in India. 

The classification of sports bodies as performing public functions, thereby bringing 

them within the ambit of writ jurisdiction, represents a foundational development in 

Indian sports law. In Zee Telefilms Ltd. v. Union of India (2005), the Supreme Court 

established that while the BCCI was not "State" under Article 12, it nevertheless 

performed public functions that subjected it to writ jurisdiction under Article 226. 

This distinction created a nuanced approach whereby sports bodies maintain their 

non-governmental character while remaining accountable to constitutional standards 

of fairness and reasonableness when exercising significant public functions such as 

selecting national teams or regulating popular sports with substantial public impact. 

The scope of writ jurisdiction in sports contexts encompasses several categories of 

disputes. Courts have intervened through writs to review selection decisions that 
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appeared arbitrary or procedurally flawed, as in Sushil Kumar v. Union of India 

(2016), where the Delhi High Court scrutinized the wrestling federation's Olympic 

selection process. Similarly, writs have addressed disciplinary actions that violated 

principles of natural justice, eligibility determinations that applied discriminatory 

criteria, and governance issues involving the constitutional validity of sports 

regulations. This broad scope reflects the courts' view that protecting athletes' rights 

and ensuring fair administration of sports constitutes a legitimate judicial function. 

Procedural considerations significantly influence the exercise of writ jurisdiction in 

sports disputes. Courts typically require exhaustion of internal remedies before 

entertaining writs, though exceptions exist for urgent matters where internal processes 

would prove ineffectual, such as imminent competition deadlines. The standard of 

review applied in sports writs generally reflects judicial restraint, with courts hesitant 

to substitute their judgment for that of sports administrators on technical matters 

requiring specialized expertise. Instead, review focuses on procedural fairness, 

rational decision-making, and compliance with the organization's own regulations. 

This balanced approach aims to provide judicial protection for fundamental rights 

while respecting the specialized nature of sports governance. 

Supervisory Role of High Courts Over Sports Bodies 

High Courts across India have developed a substantive supervisory jurisprudence 

governing their oversight of sports organizations. This supervisory role balances 

respect for sports bodies' expertise and autonomy with protection of athletes' rights 

and promotion of good governance standards. Through this jurisprudence, courts have 

established principles that structure the relationship between judicial authority and 

sports administration while providing guidance on the permissible boundaries of 

judicial intervention. 
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The standard of review applied by High Courts in sports cases reflects a graduated 

approach based on the nature of the disputed decision. Courts generally exercise 

maximum deference for technical sporting judgments, such as referee decisions or 

performance evaluations, recognizing the specialized expertise such determinations 

require. Moderate scrutiny applies to procedural matters, with courts ensuring 

compliance with natural justice principles and the organization's own regulations 

without necessarily dictating specific procedural requirements. The most intensive 

review occurs for decisions affecting fundamental rights or involving alleged 

corruption, arbitrary action, or manifest discrimination. This nuanced approach 

enables courts to protect essential legal values while respecting legitimate sporting 

autonomy. 

Jurisdictional boundaries between High Courts and sports tribunals have evolved 

through case law establishing principles of complementarity rather than competition. 

In Board of Control for Cricket in India v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2015), the 

Supreme Court clarified that specialized sports tribunals should generally have the 

first opportunity to resolve disputes within their domain, with judicial review serving 

as a secondary safeguard rather than a primary forum. This approach encourages the 

development of sport-specific expertise within specialized tribunals while maintaining 

judicial supervision to ensure these bodies operate within legal parameters. 

Remedial innovations by High Courts have enhanced the effectiveness of judicial 

supervision in sports contexts. Recognizing the time-sensitive nature of many sports 

disputes, courts have developed expedited hearing procedures for cases involving 

imminent competitions or selection deadlines. Courts have also employed creative 

remedies such as appointing independent observers to oversee selection trials, 

establishing special committees to implement court directives, or requiring sports 

bodies to revise regulations to incorporate specific procedural safeguards. In World 

Sport Group v. BCCI (2014), the Bombay High Court appointed an independent 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 87 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

auditor to review financial transactions within a sports league, demonstrating judicial 

willingness to craft remedies tailored to the unique characteristics of sports disputes. 

Exhaustion of Internal Remedies Doctrine 

The doctrine of exhaustion of internal remedies serves as a crucial procedural 

principle governing access to judicial forums for sports disputes. This doctrine 

requires aggrieved parties to pursue available remedies within the sports organization's 

own dispute resolution framework before seeking judicial intervention. Indian courts 

have developed nuanced approaches to applying this doctrine in sports contexts, 

balancing respect for organizational autonomy with ensuring effective protection of 

rights. 

The rationale underlying the exhaustion requirement encompasses several 

complementary considerations. Courts recognize that internal bodies often possess 

specialized expertise in sport-specific matters that enables more informed 

decision-making on technical issues. The doctrine also promotes efficiency by 

potentially resolving disputes at earlier stages through simpler procedures, thereby 

conserving judicial resources. Additionally, exhaustion respects the autonomy of 

sports organizations to self-regulate within legal boundaries and provides 

opportunities for them to correct errors through their own mechanisms. Finally, the 

requirement creates a more complete record for any subsequent judicial review, 

enhancing courts' ability to make informed determinations. 

Exceptions to the exhaustion requirement have developed to prevent the doctrine from 

becoming an insurmountable barrier to justice. Courts typically waive the requirement 

when internal remedies would be futile, such as when the deciding body has 

demonstrated clear bias or predetermined the outcome. Urgency exceptions apply 

when competitive schedules would render internal remedies meaningless due to time 

constraints, as recognized in Shiva Keshavan v. Winter Games Federation (2018), 
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where the Delhi High Court intervened directly in a selection dispute days before 

Olympic qualification deadlines. Courts also dispense with exhaustion requirements 

when the challenge concerns the very constitution or jurisdiction of the internal body 

itself, as requiring recourse to a tribunal whose legitimacy is disputed would create a 

circular predicament. 

The interaction between exhaustion requirements and limitation periods creates 

particular challenges in sports disputes. Athletes must navigate the tension between 

exhausting internal remedies and preserving their right to judicial review within 

applicable limitation periods. Courts have occasionally adopted flexible approaches to 

limitation calculations in sports cases, starting the clock from the conclusion of 

internal processes rather than the initial decision. This approach, exemplified in 

Aditya Verma v. BCCI (2016), prevents athletes from being forced to file protective 

judicial applications while internal processes remain ongoing. Some High Courts have 

also permitted parallel proceedings in exceptional circumstances, allowing judicial 

applications to be filed but stayed pending completion of internal processes, thereby 

preserving limitation rights while respecting the exhaustion doctrine. 

Vishesh Bhriguvanshi v. Basketball Federation of India (2017) - Judicial Review 

Standards 

The case of Vishesh Bhriguvanshi v. Basketball Federation of India (2017) established 

pivotal standards for judicial review of sports governing bodies' decisions, particularly 

regarding team selection processes. Bhriguvanshi, a prominent Indian basketball 

player, challenged his non-selection for the national team despite his established 

performance record and statistical achievements. The Delhi High Court's handling of 

the case crystallized several key principles that continue to guide judicial intervention 

in sports selection disputes. 
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The court articulated a structured framework for reviewing selection decisions, 

distinguishing between different aspects of the selection process and applying varying 

levels of scrutiny accordingly. For procedural aspects—such as providing adequate 

notice of trials, maintaining transparent evaluation methods, and ensuring unbiased 

assessment—the court applied rigorous scrutiny, emphasizing that selection bodies 

must adhere scrupulously to their own published procedures. For substantive 

evaluations of athletic performance and potential, however, the court demonstrated 

considerable deference to selectors' expertise, acknowledging the technical judgments 

involved in assessing factors like team composition, strategic fit, and competitive 

readiness. This bifurcated approach balanced protection of procedural rights with 

respect for specialized sporting knowledge. 

The Bhriguvanshi judgment established a "rational basis" test for reviewing the 

substantive aspects of selection decisions. Under this test, courts would not substitute 

their judgment for that of selectors on technical matters, but would intervene when 

decisions lacked any rational foundation in relevant sporting criteria. The court 

emphasized that selection bodies must demonstrate some objective basis for their 

decisions, such as performance metrics, fitness assessments, or tactical considerations. 

While this standard permits considerable discretion for selectors, it establishes a 

minimum threshold of rationality that prevents purely arbitrary or discriminatory 

selections. The court specifically noted that personal bias, irrelevant considerations, or 

complete disregard for performance data would constitute grounds for judicial 

intervention. 

The lasting impact of the Bhriguvanshi case extends beyond basketball to selection 

processes across Indian sports. Following the judgment, several national sports 

federations revised their selection policies to incorporate more transparent criteria, 

clearer appeal procedures, and better documentation requirements. The judgment 

prompted the Indian Olympic Association to issue guidelines recommending that 

member federations establish selection committees with defined expertise 
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requirements and documented decision-making processes. From the athletes' 

perspective, the case demonstrated both the availability of judicial recourse for 

procedural violations and the limitations of such recourse when challenging technical 

judgments. This balanced approach has helped define the contours of judicial review 

in Indian sports governance, providing both protection against arbitrariness and 

respect for sporting expertise. 

Alternative Dispute Resolution in Sports 

Mediation Frameworks for Sports Disputes 

Mediation has emerged as a valuable alternative dispute resolution mechanism in the 

Indian sports landscape, offering a collaborative approach that preserves relationships 

while addressing conflicts effectively. Unlike adversarial processes, mediation 

emphasizes voluntary participation, confidentiality, and party autonomy in crafting 

mutually acceptable solutions. The development of sports-specific mediation 

frameworks in India reflects growing recognition of these advantages, particularly for 

disputes involving ongoing relationships between athletes, coaches, teams, and 

governing bodies. 

The structural implementation of sports mediation in India takes several forms, 

varying in their level of institutionalization and specialization. Some national sports 

federations have established internal mediation services as preliminary steps in their 

dispute resolution pathways. For example, the Volleyball Federation of India created a 

Mediation Panel comprising former players, coaches, and administrators with 

mediation training, available to address disputes before they escalate to formal 

disciplinary proceedings. More comprehensive approaches include the Sports 

Authority of India's Athlete Dispute Resolution Service, which maintains a roster of 
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trained mediators with sports backgrounds who facilitate resolutions of conflicts 

involving national team athletes, coaches, and support personnel. 

Certain categories of sports disputes have proven particularly suitable for mediation. 

Team selection controversies, while often time-sensitive, can benefit from mediated 

solutions that address athletes' concerns about process transparency or evaluation 

criteria without necessarily altering selection outcomes. Commercial disputes 

involving sponsorship agreements, endorsement contracts, or image rights frequently 

employ mediation to preserve valuable business relationships. Additionally, internal 

governance conflicts within sports associations or clubs—such as disputes between 

board members or between regional and national bodies—often find resolution 

through mediation, which can address underlying interests and communication 

breakdowns more effectively than rights-based adjudication. 

Challenges to broader adoption of sports mediation in India include limited awareness 

among stakeholders, concerns about enforceability of mediated agreements, and the 

absence of established precedent for future guidance. To address these challenges, 

organizations like the Indian Institute of Arbitration and Mediation have developed 

specialized sports mediation training programs that incorporate both mediation skills 

and sports-specific knowledge. These initiatives aim to build a qualified pool of sports 

mediators while raising awareness about mediation benefits among athletes, coaches, 

and administrators. Additionally, sports bodies increasingly include enforcement 

mechanisms for mediated settlements in their regulations, giving these agreements 

greater institutional support and predictability. 

Arbitration Clauses in Sports Contracts 

Arbitration clauses have become increasingly prevalent in sports contracts throughout 

India, creating privatized dispute resolution pathways that operate alongside judicial 

and organizational mechanisms. These clauses typically designate specific arbitral 
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institutions, procedural rules, seat of arbitration, and governing law for disputes 

arising from the contractual relationship. The growing sophistication of sports 

arbitration clauses reflects the professionalization of sports management in India and 

the influence of international practices on domestic contractual frameworks. 

Player contracts represent the most common domain for sports arbitration clauses, 

particularly in commercialized team sports like cricket, football, and kabaddi. The 

standard player contracts in the Indian Premier League (IPL), for instance, contain 

detailed arbitration provisions specifying three-member tribunals with sport-specific 

expertise, application of Indian arbitration law, and confidentiality requirements. 

These provisions typically cover disputes regarding compensation, disciplinary 

sanctions, contract termination, and performance obligations. Similarly, the Indian 

Super League (ISL) football contracts incorporate arbitration clauses that establish 

expedited procedures for time-sensitive disputes while maintaining standard 

arbitration for other contractual matters. 

Commercial agreements in the sports sector—including sponsorship contracts, 

broadcasting rights, venue agreements, and licensing deals—frequently contain 

specialized arbitration provisions tailored to the particularities of sports business 

relationships. These clauses often address industry-specific concerns such as ambush 

marketing, exclusivity violations, performance-based payment adjustments, and 

reputation management. The arbitration framework for the Pro Kabaddi League's 

broadcasting agreement, for example, includes specialized provisions for disputes 

involving viewership metrics, content delivery specifications, and programming 

rights, demonstrating how arbitration clauses can be customized to address the unique 

characteristics of sports business relationships. 

The enforceability of sports arbitration clauses has generally been upheld by Indian 

courts, with certain important qualifications. Courts have scrutinized the voluntariness 

of consent, particularly in standard form contracts presented to individual athletes with 
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limited bargaining power. In Rajasthan Royals v. BCCI (2014), the Bombay High 

Court examined whether an arbitration clause in a franchise agreement constituted a 

contract of adhesion with unconscionable terms, ultimately finding the clause 

enforceable but establishing important principles regarding fairness requirements in 

sports arbitration provisions. Courts have also distinguished between purely 

contractual disputes, which remain fully arbitrable, and matters involving larger public 

interest concerns or statutory rights, which may face arbitrability limitations despite 

the presence of an arbitration clause. 

Specialized Tribunals for Sports Matters 

Specialized tribunals dedicated exclusively to sports-related disputes have emerged as 

institutional responses to the unique characteristics of sports conflicts. These tribunals 

combine subject-matter expertise with procedural flexibility, aiming to deliver 

decisions that reflect both sports-specific considerations and legal principles. The 

development of these specialized forums in India remains ongoing, with variations in 

their jurisdictional scope, composition, and relationship to both sports governing 

bodies and the regular judiciary. 

The National Sports Tribunal, proposed in the National Sports Bill (in various 

iterations since 2011), represents the most comprehensive vision for a specialized 

sports adjudication body in India. Though not yet established through legislation, the 

concept has influenced the design of existing specialized tribunals. The proposed 

tribunal would feature jurisdiction over anti-doping violations, selection disputes, 

governance conflicts, and disciplinary matters across all recognized sports. Its 

contemplated structure includes separate divisions for different categories of disputes, 

panels comprising both legal experts and individuals with sports backgrounds, and 

procedures designed for expedited resolution when necessary for competition 
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schedules. This model draws inspiration from similar institutions internationally, such 

as the Sports Tribunal of New Zealand and the National Sports Tribunal of Australia. 

Sport-specific tribunals have emerged within individual federations, particularly in 

sports with complex technical rules or extensive professional competitions. The 

BCCI's Ombudsman and Ethics Officer positions, established following the Lodha 

Committee recommendations, function as specialized quasi-judicial roles addressing 

specific categories of cricket-related disputes. Similarly, the All India Football 

Federation's Club Licensing Appeals Body serves as a specialized tribunal for disputes 

regarding professional club standards and licensing requirements. These sport-specific 

tribunals benefit from concentrated expertise in the particular sport's regulatory 

framework but may lack the broader perspective and independence of multi-sport 

tribunals. 

The relationship between specialized sports tribunals and regular courts presents 

ongoing jurisdictional questions. While specialized tribunals offer expertise and 

efficiency advantages, their decisions remain subject to judicial review under 

appropriate circumstances. Courts have generally adopted a deferential approach to 

specialized tribunals' findings of fact and sport-specific interpretations while 

maintaining closer scrutiny of procedural fairness and jurisdictional boundaries. In 

Hockey India v. Rajinder Singh (2019), the Delhi High Court articulated principles 

governing this relationship, emphasizing that specialized sports tribunals should 

function as complements to judicial authority rather than substitutes, with each forum 

making distinct contributions to a coherent sports dispute resolution ecosystem. 

Rajyavardhan Singh Rathore v. NRAI (2014) - ADR in Selection Disputes 

The case of Rajyavardhan Singh Rathore v. National Rifle Association of India (2014) 

represents a landmark in the development of alternative dispute resolution for 

selection controversies in Indian sports. Rathore, an Olympic silver medalist in 
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shooting, challenged the selection criteria and their application for the 2014 

Commonwealth Games team. Rather than proceeding through protracted litigation, the 

Delhi High Court directed the parties to resolve the dispute through arbitration under 

the aegis of the Indian Olympic Association (IOA), establishing important precedents 

for ADR in high-stakes selection matters. 

The court's approach emphasized several advantages of arbitration for selection 

disputes. First, it recognized the time-sensitive nature of team selections, where 

extended judicial proceedings might render the dispute moot by occurring after the 

competition. Second, it acknowledged the technical complexities of shooting selection 

criteria—involving intricate scoring systems, equipment specifications, and 

performance metrics—that might benefit from sport-specific expertise rather than 

general judicial knowledge. Third, it noted the potential for arbitration to provide a 

more collaborative environment where both the athlete's concerns and the federation's 

selection philosophy could be thoroughly examined without the polarizing effects of 

adversarial litigation. 

The arbitration panel appointed in Rathore's case established procedural innovations 

particularly suited to selection disputes. The panel adopted an inquisitorial approach 

rather than a strictly adversarial one, actively questioning technical experts about 

selection methodologies and performance analysis. It implemented an expedited 

timeline that compressed the entire process into two weeks, ensuring resolution before 

team finalization deadlines. The panel also conducted an evidence-based review of 

selection criteria application, requiring the federation to produce complete 

performance data and documentation of how the criteria were applied to all athletes in 

contention. These procedural adaptations demonstrated arbitration's flexibility to 

address the distinctive characteristics of selection disputes. 

The legacy of the Rathore case extends beyond shooting to selection dispute 

resolution across multiple sports. Following this precedent, several national sports 
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federations revised their regulations to incorporate specialized arbitration provisions 

for selection disputes, often designating panels with both legal expertise and 

sport-specific knowledge. The case also prompted the Indian Olympic Association to 

establish more structured guidelines for resolving selection controversies before 

international multi-sport events, including provisions for expedited arbitration when 

time constraints preclude regular procedures. Perhaps most significantly, the case 

illustrated that alternative dispute resolution could provide meaningful protection for 

athletes' rights while respecting sports organizations' selection authority, establishing a 

middle path between complete deference to selectors and intrusive judicial 

intervention. 
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Chapter 5: Commercial Aspects of Sports 

Law 

Intellectual Property Rights in Sports 

The realm of sports has evolved from mere recreational activity to a multi-billion 

dollar global industry. At the heart of this commercial transformation lies intellectual 

property rights, which form the backbone of revenue generation in modern sports. 

Sports organizations, teams, and athletes heavily rely on intellectual property 

protection to monetize their brand value and prevent unauthorized exploitation of their 

commercial assets. 

Trademark Protection for Team Names, Logos and Mascots 

Trademarks serve as crucial identifiers in the sports industry, distinguishing one team 

or league from another in the marketplace. In India, the Trade Marks Act, 1999 

provides the legislative framework for protecting these valuable assets. Sports 

franchises invest significant resources in creating distinctive identities through team 

names, logos, and mascots that resonate with fans and create lasting brand 

recognition. 

The Indian Premier League (IPL) franchises present a perfect case study of trademark 

protection in Indian sports. Teams like Mumbai Indians, Chennai Super Kings, and 

Kolkata Knight Riders have successfully registered their names, logos, and color 

schemes as trademarks. These registrations enable them to prevent unauthorized use 

of their distinctive marks and pursue legal action against counterfeiters who produce 

fake merchandise bearing their protected insignia. 
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Trademark infringement in sports can take various forms, from counterfeit 

merchandise to unauthorized use of team names in promotional activities. The Delhi 

High Court's decision in Delhi Daredevils v. Delhi Devils (2011) established 

important precedent when it restrained a local cricket team from using a name 

deceptively similar to the IPL franchise. The court recognized the substantial goodwill 

and reputation associated with established sports brands, emphasizing the need to 

protect consumers from confusion and prevent free-riding on established brand equity. 

For effective trademark protection, sports entities must maintain vigilance through 

regular market surveillance, prompt enforcement actions, and strategic registration of 

marks in relevant classes covering merchandising, broadcasting, and digital media. 

With the exponential growth of e-commerce, online infringement has become 

particularly challenging, requiring specialized enforcement strategies beyond 

conventional legal remedies. 

Copyright Issues in Sports Broadcasting 

Copyright protection forms the foundation of the sports broadcasting ecosystem, 

which represents one of the most lucrative revenue streams for sports organizations. In 

India, the Copyright Act, 1957 (as amended in 2012) governs the protection of 

broadcasting rights, with Section 37 specifically addressing broadcast reproduction 

rights. 

Sports broadcasts involve multiple copyright elements, including audiovisual 

recording, commentary, graphics, and production techniques. The copyright in these 

elements typically vests with the broadcasting organization that makes substantial 

investments in production and transmission. This exclusive right enables broadcasters 

to control reproduction, rebroadcast, and communication to the public of their 

protected content. 
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The copyright framework for sports broadcasts has been tested in significant litigation. 

In ESPN Star Sports v. Global Broadcast News Ltd. (2008), the Delhi High Court 

affirmed the broadcaster's exclusive right to control the use of its footage, preventing 

unauthorized reproduction even for news reporting beyond fair use exceptions. The 

judgment recognized the substantial investment made by sports broadcasters and their 

legitimate interest in protecting their exclusive content. 

Digital piracy presents the most significant challenge to copyright protection in sports 

broadcasting. Unauthorized live streaming websites, IPTV services, and social media 

platforms that facilitate sharing of protected content threaten the exclusivity that 

broadcasters pay premium rights fees to secure. The dynamic nature of live sports 

content requires swift enforcement mechanisms, often through real-time blocking 

injunctions rather than conventional post-infringement remedies. 

The "hot news" doctrine, first recognized in India in the landmark case of Star India 

Pvt. Ltd. v. Piyush Agarwal (2013), has emerged as an important complementary 

protection for live sports content. The Delhi High Court held that even if copyright 

might not protect certain elements of a broadcast (such as match facts or scores), the 

commercial value of time-sensitive information merits protection against free-riding 

by competing services that systematically extract and commercially exploit such 

information without authorization. 

Licensing and Merchandising Rights 

Licensing and merchandising represent key revenue channels for sports entities, 

allowing them to monetize their intellectual property through strategic partnerships 

with manufacturers and retailers. The legal framework governing these arrangements 

primarily stems from contract law and intellectual property statutes, with licensing 

agreements establishing the terms for authorized use of protected marks. 
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Official sports merchandise encompasses a wide range of products from apparel and 

equipment to video games and collectibles. Major Indian sports leagues like the IPL 

have developed sophisticated licensing programs that generate substantial revenue 

while maintaining quality control over products bearing their protected marks. The 

Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), for instance, has implemented a 

comprehensive licensing program covering various product categories with different 

royalty structures based on product type and sales volume. 

Brand protection measures are essential components of effective merchandising 

programs. These include hologram authentication, QR code verification, and 

dedicated anti-counterfeiting teams that work with customs authorities to prevent 

import of fake merchandise. The legal remedies available against counterfeiters 

include injunctions, damages, and in certain cases, criminal prosecution under the 

Trade Marks Act and the Copyright Act. 

Co-branding arrangements between sports properties and consumer brands have 

emerged as sophisticated licensing relationships that extend beyond traditional 

merchandise. These partnerships leverage the emotional connection fans have with 

sports teams to create premium branded experiences. For example, Mumbai Indians' 

partnership with Samsung involves not just logo placement but integrated digital 

content and exclusive fan experiences that enhance the value proposition for both 

parties. 

Quality control provisions in licensing agreements are legally significant, as they help 

maintain the licensor's quality standards and prevent trademark abandonment. Sports 

organizations typically include detailed quality assurance protocols, approval 

processes for new products, and audit rights to ensure licensed merchandise meets 

established standards, thereby protecting both consumer expectations and brand 

reputation. 
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Star India Pvt. Ltd. v. Piyush Agarwal (2013) - Broadcast Rights Protection 

The case of Star India Pvt. Ltd. v. Piyush Agarwal (2013) represents a watershed 

moment in the protection of broadcast rights in Indian sports law. The Delhi High 

Court's nuanced judgment addressed the intersection of copyright protection, 

broadcast reproduction rights, and unfair competition in the context of live sports 

content. 

Star India, the official broadcaster of cricket matches organized by the BCCI, sought 

injunctive relief against websites that were providing ball-by-ball text updates of 

matches without authorization. While the defendants argued that factual information 

like match scores could not be copyrighted, Star India contended that the systematic 

commercial exploitation of time-sensitive information derived from their broadcast 

constituted unfair competition. 

The Court recognized that while individual match facts might not be protectable under 

copyright law, the systematic commercial exploitation of time-sensitive information 

gathered from another's broadcast constituted misappropriation. Drawing from the 

"hot news" doctrine established in International News Service v. Associated Press (a 

U.S. case), the Court held that the defendants' actions amounted to unfair competition 

and free-riding on the plaintiff's substantial investment. 

Justice Manmohan observed: "The defendants cannot be permitted to take a free ride 

on the plaintiff's efforts and investment. The plaintiff has made huge investments to 

acquire exclusive broadcast rights... The defendants' systematic commercial 

exploitation of updates derived from the plaintiff's broadcast diminishes the plaintiff's 

incentive to invest in acquiring such rights." 

The Court issued a dynamic injunction restraining the defendants from providing 

ball-by-ball commentary of cricket matches for which Star India held exclusive 

broadcast rights. This decision established important precedent for protecting the 
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commercial value of sports broadcasts beyond traditional copyright principles, 

recognizing that live sports content derives significant value from its immediacy. 

The judgment has had far-reaching implications for digital media rights in Indian 

sports, establishing that unauthorized near-real-time coverage that competes with and 

diminishes the value of official broadcasts can be restrained, even when the content 

consists of factual information. This protection has been crucial in preserving the 

value of broadcasting rights, which constitute the financial bedrock of modern sports. 

Sports Broadcasting Rights 

Broadcasting rights have emerged as the crown jewel in sports' commercial 

ecosystem, often accounting for the largest portion of revenue for major sports leagues 

and federations. The legal landscape governing sports broadcasting in India has 

evolved significantly, shaped by technological advances, legislative interventions, and 

judicial interpretations. 

Sports Broadcasting Signals (Mandatory Sharing with Prasar Bharati) Act, 2007 

The Sports Broadcasting Signals (Mandatory Sharing with Prasar Bharati) Act, 2007 

represents a significant legislative intervention in sports broadcasting, balancing 

commercial interests with the public interest in accessing events of national 

importance. The Act establishes a mandatory sharing regime that requires private 

broadcasters to share live broadcasting signals with Prasar Bharati for events of 

national importance. 

Section 3 of the Act mandates that no content rights owner or holder and no television 

or radio broadcasting service provider shall carry a live television broadcast on any 

cable or Direct-to-Home network or radio commentary broadcast in India of sporting 

events of national importance, unless it simultaneously shares the live broadcasting 
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signal, without its advertisements, with Prasar Bharati to enable it to re-transmit the 

same on its terrestrial networks and Direct-to-Home networks. 

The Ministry of Information and Broadcasting is empowered to notify sporting events 

of "national importance" after considering factors including the following: (a) the 

event has wide audience appeal in India; (b) the event takes place in India or abroad; 

and (c) the event involves the national team or has significance for the Indian 

audience. Cricket matches involving the Indian national team have consistently been 

designated as events of national importance, alongside select Olympic events, 

Commonwealth Games, and Asian Games. 

Revenue sharing forms a crucial component of this mandatory sharing framework. 

Section 3(2) of the Act stipulates that the advertising revenue generated by Prasar 

Bharati shall be shared with the content rights owner or holder in the ratio of not less 

than 75:25. This arrangement attempts to provide partial compensation to rights 

holders who are compelled to share their exclusive content. 

The constitutional validity of the Act was challenged but ultimately upheld by the 

Supreme Court in Union of India v. BCCI (2017), wherein the Court recognized the 

legitimate state interest in ensuring wide public access to sporting events of national 

significance. The judgment emphasized that while broadcasting organizations have 

legitimate commercial interests, these must be balanced against the public interest in 

accessing content of significant national importance. 

The mandatory sharing regime has faced criticism from commercial broadcasters who 

argue that the forced sharing of premium content dilutes the exclusivity for which they 

pay substantial rights fees. However, proponents contend that the framework ensures 

democratic access to cultural events of national significance, particularly for viewers 

who lack access to cable or satellite television services. 

Digital Rights Exploitation 
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The digital transformation of sports consumption has revolutionized broadcasting 

rights, creating new revenue streams while presenting complex legal challenges. 

Digital rights now encompass a spectrum of platforms and services, including 

streaming platforms, mobile applications, social media clips, and virtual reality 

experiences. 

Traditional broadcasting agreements have evolved to incorporate detailed digital rights 

packages, with bifurcated negotiations for linear broadcast and digital exploitation. 

The Indian Premier League's media rights auction for the 2023-2027 cycle exemplifies 

this trend, with separate packages for television broadcast rights and digital streaming 

rights. This bifurcation resulted in a record valuation, with television rights acquired 

by Star India for ₹23,575 crore and digital rights secured by Viacom18 for ₹20,500 

crore. 

The unbundling of rights packages allows sports organizations to maximize revenue 

by catering to diverse audience consumption patterns. Digital rights often include 

streaming exclusivity, highlight packages, clip rights, data visualization rights, and 

social media integration privileges. The granular division of rights requires meticulous 

contract drafting to prevent overlaps or gaps in coverage that could lead to disputes or 

diminished value. 

Territorial restrictions present particular challenges in the digital domain, where 

geoblocking technologies attempt to enforce territorial limitations but face 

circumvention through VPN services. Rights agreements now include specific 

technical requirements for content protection, including DRM implementation, 

encryption standards, and monitoring obligations to detect and prevent unauthorized 

access. 

User-generated content and social media sharing have created tension between 

intellectual property protection and fan engagement. While unauthorized clips 
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constitute technical infringement, strategic enforcement approaches recognize the 

promotional value of organic fan sharing. Many rights holders have implemented 

official clip licensing programs that provide authorized pathways for social media 

platforms to incorporate sports content, balancing protection with amplification. 

The integration of augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) features has 

introduced novel legal questions regarding the scope of traditional broadcasting rights. 

These technologies create immersive viewing experiences that transcend conventional 

broadcast parameters, requiring specific licensing provisions to address whether 

existing rights agreements encompass these enhanced viewing formats or whether 

they constitute separate exploitable rights. 

Anti-Piracy Measures and Enforcement 

The commercial value of sports broadcasting rights depends heavily on effective 

anti-piracy measures and enforcement mechanisms. With the proliferation of digital 

platforms, unauthorized distribution of live sports content has become increasingly 

sophisticated, requiring multi-faceted legal and technical responses. 

John Doe orders (also known as Ashok Kumar orders in India) have emerged as a 

crucial legal tool for combating sports broadcast piracy. These dynamic injunctions 

enable rights holders to obtain pre-emptive relief against unknown infringers, 

particularly for time-sensitive live events. In Star India Pvt. Ltd. v. Haneeth Ujwal 

(2019), the Delhi High Court issued a comprehensive John Doe order directing 

Internet Service Providers (ISPs) to block access to websites disseminating pirated 

streams of the ICC Cricket World Cup. 

Website blocking orders have evolved to address the dynamic nature of online piracy. 

Indian courts have increasingly issued "dynamic injunctions" that allow rights holders 

to extend blocking orders to mirror/redirect/alphanumeric websites that emerge after 

the initial order. In Star India v. Moviestreams and Others (2020), the Delhi High 
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Court permitted the plaintiff to approach the Joint Registrar to extend the blocking 

order to newly discovered infringing domains without filing fresh suits, significantly 

enhancing enforcement efficiency. 

Technical protection measures complement legal remedies, with broadcasters 

implementing multi-layered security including digital watermarking, fingerprinting, 

and encryption. Watermarking enables the identification of the source of leaked 

content, creating accountability within the distribution chain. Advanced fingerprinting 

technology allows automated identification and takedown of infringing content across 

platforms. 

Criminal enforcement represents the most severe response to broadcast piracy. Section 

63 of the Copyright Act provides for criminal penalties including imprisonment for up 

to three years and fines for copyright infringement. The Information Technology Act, 

2000 supplements these provisions with penalties for unauthorized access to protected 

systems. In Maharashtra, the state police's Cyber Crime Cell has established a 

specialized unit focused on broadcast piracy, conducting raids on unauthorized cable 

operators transmitting premium sports content without licenses. 

International cooperation is essential for effective enforcement, as piracy operations 

often span multiple jurisdictions. Rights holders increasingly coordinate through 

organizations like the Alliance for Creativity and Entertainment (ACE) and the 

Audio-Visual Anti-Piracy Alliance (AAPA) to share intelligence, best practices, and 

coordinate enforcement actions across borders. India has strengthened its international 

cooperation through bilateral agreements and participation in multinational 

enforcement operations targeting piracy networks. 

Union of India v. BCCI (2017) - Mandatory Sharing of National Interest Events 

The landmark case of Union of India v. Board of Control for Cricket in India (2017) 

resolved critical questions regarding the scope and implementation of mandatory 
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signal sharing under the Sports Broadcasting Signals Act, 2007. The Supreme Court's 

comprehensive judgment clarified the balance between commercial broadcasting 

rights and public interest in accessing sports content of national significance. 

The litigation centered on the interpretation of Section 3 of the Act, specifically 

whether the mandatory sharing obligation extended to Prasar Bharati's entire network, 

including Doordarshan channels retransmitted by private cable and DTH operators. 

BCCI and Star India (the official broadcaster of cricket matches) contended that such 

extensive retransmission would effectively nullify the exclusivity they had secured 

through substantial investment in broadcasting rights. 

The Supreme Court, in its nuanced interpretation, held that the mandatory sharing was 

limited to Prasar Bharati's terrestrial network and its own DTH platform (DD Free 

Dish) but did not extend to the retransmission of Doordarshan channels on private 

cable and DTH platforms. Justice Ranjan Gogoi (as he then was) observed: "The 

language of Section 3 of the Sports Act is clear and unambiguous in mandating 

sharing of signals only with Prasar Bharati for retransmission on its terrestrial and 

DTH networks." 

This interpretation struck a careful balance between competing interests. It preserved 

the core objective of the Act by ensuring access to sports broadcasts for viewers who 

rely solely on Doordarshan's terrestrial network or DD Free Dish, predominantly in 

rural and economically disadvantaged areas. Simultaneously, it protected the 

commercial value of exclusive broadcasting rights by preventing unauthorized 

beneficiaries (private distribution platforms) from exploiting content without 

appropriate compensation to rights holders. 

The Court recognized that an expansive interpretation would create a perverse 

incentive structure: "If private cable operators and DTH service providers are 

permitted to carry the shared feed of sporting events without any commercial 
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arrangement with the content rights owners, it would defeat the legislative intent of 

balancing public interest with the commercial interests of broadcasters and sports 

bodies." 

The judgment established important precedent for interpreting statutory interventions 

in commercial broadcasting rights, emphasizing that such interventions must be 

construed narrowly to minimize interference with legitimate property rights while 

achieving clearly defined public interest objectives. This principle has guided 

subsequent regulatory and judicial approaches to balancing exclusive rights with 

access considerations. 

The practical impact of the judgment was significant, preserving substantial value for 

cricket broadcasting rights while ensuring that approximately 30 million households 

dependent on Doordarshan's terrestrial network retained access to matches of national 

importance. This balanced approach has provided a stable framework for subsequent 

rights negotiations and regulatory interventions in sports broadcasting. 

Sponsorship and Endorsement Contracts 

Sponsorship and endorsement deals constitute a vital revenue stream in the sports 

industry, creating mutually beneficial relationships between commercial brands and 

sports properties. These arrangements allow sponsors to leverage the emotional 

connection and audience engagement of sports while providing essential funding for 

teams, leagues, and athletes. 

Legal Framework for Endorsement Deals 

Endorsement contracts in Indian sports operate within a complex legal framework 

governed by contract law, consumer protection regulations, advertising standards, and 
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industry-specific guidelines. These multi-faceted agreements require careful drafting 

to protect the interests of all parties while ensuring regulatory compliance. 

The fundamental legal principles governing endorsement contracts derive from the 

Indian Contract Act, 1872, which establishes requirements for valid consideration, 

capacity to contract, and lawful purpose. Endorsement agreements typically include 

detailed provisions regarding exclusivity, term, territory, usage rights, approval 

processes, and compensation structures that may combine guaranteed payments with 

performance-based incentives. 

The Consumer Protection Act, 2019 introduced significant accountability for celebrity 

endorsers. Section 21 holds endorsers liable for misleading advertisements, with 

penalties including prohibition from endorsing products for up to three years and fines 

up to ₹10 lakh. This provision has profound implications for athletes, requiring them 

to exercise due diligence regarding product claims and performance. 

In response to this heightened legal exposure, endorsement contracts now routinely 

include indemnification clauses protecting athletes from liability arising from 

inaccurate product claims provided by the sponsor. Performance clauses commonly 

include morality provisions allowing sponsors to terminate agreements if an athlete's 

conduct damages the sponsor's reputation or brand image. These clauses require 

careful negotiation to establish objective standards for termination and to distinguish 

between allegations and proven misconduct. 

The Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) provides additional regulatory 

guidance through its Code for Self-Regulation in Advertising. The Code's provisions 

regarding truthfulness, fairness, and non-offensive content directly impact 

endorsement content. ASCI's Guidelines for Celebrities in Advertising (2017) 

specifically require that endorsers should have undertaken due diligence regarding 
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claims made in advertisements, establishing an industry standard for reasonable 

verification. 

The legal landscape for endorsements is evolving with technological developments. 

Digital endorsements through social media have introduced new contractual 

considerations, including metrics for measuring performance, disclosure requirements 

for sponsored content, and platform-specific usage rights. The COVID-19 pandemic 

accelerated virtual endorsement activities, requiring contracts to address remote 

production obligations, digital appearance rights, and contingency provisions for 

disruptions to scheduled activities. 

Ambush Marketing Protection 

Ambush marketing represents a significant challenge for sports organizations and 

official sponsors who invest substantial resources in securing exclusive association 

rights. This practice involves non-sponsor brands creating the impression of 

association with a sporting event without paying for official sponsorship rights, 

thereby undermining the commercial value of official partnerships. 

Major international sporting events hosted in India have necessitated specific 

legislative protections against ambush marketing. The Commonwealth Games Delhi 

2010 implemented unprecedented brand protection measures through a combination 

of trademark registrations, venue control regulations, and contractual obligations for 

participants. The organizing committee secured registration for over 30 marks 

including logos, mascots, and event phrases to establish enforceable rights against 

unauthorized commercial associations. 

Common ambush tactics include perimeter advertising near venues, themed 

promotional campaigns referencing the event without using protected marks, 

congratulatory advertisements featuring athletes, and digital campaigns targeting 

event-related hashtags. The legal response to these tactics involves a combination of 
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intellectual property enforcement, contractual prohibitions, and specialized 

anti-ambush regulations for major events. 

Contractual protections form the first line of defense against ambush marketing. Host 

city agreements and participant contracts for major events typically include detailed 

anti-ambush provisions restricting unauthorized commercial activities. For instance, 

the ICC Cricket World Cup 2023 incorporated comprehensive participant agreements 

prohibiting players from engaging in promotional activities for non-sponsor brands 

during a defined protection period surrounding the tournament. 

The lack of specific anti-ambush legislation in India (unlike countries like South 

Africa and New Zealand that have enacted specialized statutes) means that organizers 

must rely primarily on general legal principles. Passing off actions provide recourse 

when non-sponsors create false associations with an event, while trademark 

infringement actions address unauthorized use of protected marks. In BCCI v. 

Baseline Ventures (2018), the Delhi High Court restrained the defendant from using 

the phrase "Cricket All Stars" in connection with an exhibition tournament, 

recognizing BCCI's rights in cricket-related commercial activities. 

The effectiveness of anti-ambush measures depends on swift enforcement 

mechanisms, particularly during time-sensitive events. Pre-emptive strategies include 

creating clean zones around venues, monitoring social media for unauthorized 

campaigns, and establishing dedicated enforcement teams empowered to take 

immediate action against violations. These practical measures complement legal 

remedies to create a comprehensive brand protection program. 

Athlete Image Rights 

Athlete image rights represent a valuable commercial asset in sports, encompassing an 

individual's name, likeness, voice, signature, and distinctive characteristics that have 
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commercial value. The legal protection of these rights in India has evolved through 

judicial interpretation rather than specific statutory recognition. 

The concept of personality rights received significant recognition in the landmark case 

of ICC Development (International) Ltd. v. Arvee Enterprises (2003), where the Delhi 

High Court acknowledged that the commercial exploitation of a celebrity's identity 

requires authorization. The court held that the unauthorized use of cricket world cup 

indicia, including player images, constituted passing off by creating a false impression 

of association with the official event. 

The right of publicity emerged as a distinct legal concept in India through judicial 

precedents, most notably in Justice K.S. Puttaswamy v. Union of India (2017), where 

the Supreme Court recognized the right to privacy as a fundamental right. This 

judgment included within its scope the right to control commercial exploitation of 

one's identity, providing constitutional underpinning for personality rights protection. 

Contractual management of image rights has become increasingly sophisticated, with 

top Indian athletes establishing dedicated image rights companies to optimize revenue 

streams and tax efficiency. MS Dhoni, Virat Kohli, and other prominent athletes have 

created corporate structures that hold their image rights, licensing these rights to 

sponsors and commercial partners through structured agreements. 

Group licensing programs have emerged as effective mechanisms for collective image 

rights management, particularly in team sports. The Indian Premier League's central 

licensing program includes standardized provisions for utilizing player imagery in 

league-wide merchandise and promotional materials, with revenue sharing 

mechanisms that benefit both the league and participating athletes. 

Digital platforms have expanded the commercial exploitation of athlete image rights 

while creating new enforcement challenges. Unauthorized digital avatars in video 

games, manipulated imagery through deepfake technology, and unauthorized NFTs 
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featuring athlete likenesses represent emerging threats to image rights. These 

technological developments have prompted more comprehensive contractual 

provisions specifying authorized digital uses and reserving rights for emerging 

technologies. 

MS Dhoni v. Maxx Mobiles (2017) - Personality Rights Protection 

The case of MS Dhoni v. Maxx Mobiles Communications Ltd. (2017) represents a 

watershed moment in the development of personality rights protection for athletes in 

India. This litigation established important precedent regarding the unauthorized 

commercial exploitation of athlete identity and helped define the scope of personality 

rights protection under Indian law. 

Former Indian cricket captain Mahendra Singh Dhoni filed suit against Maxx Mobiles 

after discovering that the company was using his name and image in promotional 

materials without authorization. The unauthorized usage included Dhoni's photograph 

on product packaging and promotional billboards, creating the false impression that he 

endorsed Maxx mobile phones. 

The Delhi High Court granted an ex-parte injunction restraining Maxx Mobiles from 

using Dhoni's name, image, or likeness in any form of advertising or promotional 

material. Justice Rajiv Sahai Endlaw's order recognized that the unauthorized 

commercial exploitation of Dhoni's identity constituted both passing off and violation 

of his personality rights. 

The Court observed: "The plaintiff, being a celebrity, has a right to control 

commercial use of his identity, including his name, image, likeness and other 

distinctive attributes. The unauthorized appropriation of the plaintiff's identity for 

commercial advantage constitutes infringement of his right of publicity, which merits 

protection under Indian law." 
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The judgment established several important principles regarding personality rights in 

India: 

First, it affirmed that celebrities have a distinct right to control the commercial 

exploitation of their identity, separate from traditional intellectual property rights. This 

right encompasses not just their name and image but extends to distinctive 

characteristics associated with their public persona. 

Second, the Court recognized the economic harm caused by unauthorized 

endorsements, noting that Dhoni derived substantial income from authorized 

endorsements, which would be diminished if companies could freely use his identity 

without permission or compensation. 

Third, the judgment acknowledged the potential for consumer confusion when 

unauthorized endorsements create false impressions regarding a celebrity's association 

with products or services. This consumer protection dimension strengthened the case 

for robust personality rights protection. 

The Court awarded both permanent injunctive relief and damages, establishing that 

unauthorized commercial exploitation of athlete identity carries significant legal 

consequences. The damages award recognized both the economic harm to Dhoni and 

the need for effective deterrence against similar violations. 

This case has had lasting significance for athlete endorsement practices in India, 

establishing clear legal protection for personality rights and prompting more rigorous 

compliance measures by companies seeking to associate their products with sports 

celebrities. It has empowered athletes to assert greater control over their commercial 

identity and negotiate more favorable terms in authorized endorsement agreements. 

Sports Gaming and Betting 
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The intersection of sports with gaming and betting activities presents complex legal 

challenges in India, where regulatory frameworks vary significantly across states and 

continue to evolve in response to technological innovations and changing social 

attitudes. 

Legal Status of Sports Betting in India 

Sports betting in India exists within a fragmented legal landscape characterized by 

colonial-era legislation, state-specific regulations, and evolving judicial 

interpretations. This complex regulatory environment creates significant challenges 

for stakeholders while leaving substantial economic activity in legally ambiguous 

territory. 

The Public Gambling Act of 1867, a colonial-era legislation that continues to 

influence contemporary gambling regulation, prohibits operating or visiting a 

"common gaming house" but exempts "games of skill" from its prohibitions. This 

skill-versus-chance distinction has become the central legal determinant in assessing 

the legality of various sports-related gaming activities. 

Constitutional division of powers has led to regulatory fragmentation, as gambling 

falls under the State List (Entry 34, List II) of the Seventh Schedule. This empowers 

state legislatures to enact laws governing betting and gambling within their territories, 

resulting in diverse regulatory approaches. States like Sikkim and Nagaland have 

enacted progressive legislation establishing licensing regimes for online skill-based 

gaming, while states like Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh have implemented more 

restrictive approaches prohibiting online games involving monetary stakes. 

Horse racing represents an established exception to general prohibitions on sports 

betting, following the Supreme Court's recognition in Dr. K.R. Lakshmanan v. State of 

Tamil Nadu (1996) that betting on horse racing constitutes a game of skill. This 

judgment established that activities requiring substantial skill, judgment, and 
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knowledge fall outside gambling prohibitions even when involving an element of 

chance. 

The Law Commission of India's 277th Report (2018) titled "Legal Framework: 

Gambling and Sports Betting Including Cricket in India" recommended regulated 

legalization of sports betting to generate tax revenue, create employment, and curb 

illegal gambling operations. The report emphasized that regulation would enable 

monitoring of suspicious betting patterns, reducing the risk of match-fixing and other 

integrity threats. 

Despite these recommendations, comprehensive regulatory reform has not 

materialized at the national level. The resulting legal uncertainty has created 

regulatory challenges including enforcement difficulties, loss of potential tax revenue, 

offshore movement of betting operations, and continued consumer vulnerability in 

unregulated markets. This regulatory vacuum has prompted judicial intervention in 

defining the boundaries between prohibited gambling and permitted skill-based 

activities. 

Fantasy Sports: Skill vs. Chance Jurisprudence 

Fantasy sports platforms have emerged as a significant industry in India, operating 

within the legal framework established by judicial determinations regarding the 

skill-versus-chance classification. These platforms allow participants to create virtual 

teams composed of real players, with performance determined by the statistical 

performance of selected players in actual sporting events. 

The landmark judgment in Varun Gumber v. Union Territory of Chandigarh (2017) 

established important precedent for fantasy sports legality. The Punjab and Haryana 

High Court held that fantasy sports contests offered by Dream11 predominately 

involved skill rather than chance, noting that successful participation required 

knowledge of players' form, selection strategy, and understanding of match conditions. 
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This skill-predominant classification placed the activity outside gambling 

prohibitions. 

The Bombay High Court affirmed this position in Gurdeep Singh Sachar v. Union of 

India (2019), rejecting contentions that fantasy sports constituted betting or gambling. 

The Court held: "The success in Dream11's fantasy sports depends upon a user's 

exercise of skill based on superior knowledge, judgment and attention, and the result 

thereof is not dependent on the winning or losing of a particular team in the real-world 

game." 

The Supreme Court's dismissal of Special Leave Petitions challenging these 

judgments has strengthened the legal position of fantasy sports platforms operating on 

skill-based models. However, the judicial approach has been selective, carefully 

distinguishing between formats that require genuine skill and those dominated by 

chance elements. In online rummy cases, courts have similarly focused on the skill 

component rather than the platform, establishing technology-neutral application of the 

skill-versus-chance test. 

The Federation of Indian Fantasy Sports (FIFS) has established self-regulatory 

guidelines to promote standardized skill-predominant formats. These guidelines 

require that contests involve selection of teams composed of at least real players from 

both sides of a real-world match, with team performance determined by the aggregate 

performance of individual players rather than match outcomes. Adherence to these 

parameters helps maintain the skill classification that underpins legal operations. 

Recent state-level legislative attempts to prohibit online games involving monetary 

stakes have faced successful constitutional challenges. The Madras High Court in 

Junglee Games India Pvt. Ltd. v. State of Tamil Nadu (2021) struck down 

amendments to the Tamil Nadu Gaming Act that prohibited online games with stakes, 

finding that the blanket ban failed to distinguish between games of skill and chance, 
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thereby violating Article 19(1)(g) of the Constitution that protects the right to practice 

any profession or carry on any occupation, trade or business. 

Public Gambling Act, 1867 and State Gambling Laws 

The Public Gambling Act of 1867 continues to serve as the foundational legislation 

governing gambling activities in many Indian states, supplemented by state-specific 

enactments that have created a diverse regulatory landscape. This legislative 

framework significantly impacts sports-related gaming activities, establishing the 

parameters within which sports betting and gaming operators must navigate. 

The Public Gambling Act prohibits owning, keeping, or having charge of a "common 

gaming house" (Section 3) and visiting such establishments (Section 4). Section 12 

provides the critical exemption for "games of skill," stating that nothing in the Act 

applies to "any game of mere skill wherever played." This exemption has created the 

legal space within which certain sports-related gaming activities operate legally. 

State-specific gambling legislation reflects diverse policy approaches: Goa, Daman 

and Diu have established licensed casino operations under the Goa, Daman and Diu 

Public Gambling Act, 1976, permitting gambling in designated areas. Sikkim has 

implemented a progressive regulatory framework through the Sikkim Online Gaming 

(Regulation) Act, 2008, establishing India's first licensing regime for online sports 

betting on authorized websites within state boundaries. In contrast, states like 

Telangana have amended their gambling laws to explicitly prohibit online gambling 

activities, removing the skill exemption for games played with stakes. 

The federal structure of gambling regulation creates territorial compliance challenges 

for online platforms. The Supreme Court in State of Andhra Pradesh v. K. 

Satyanarayana (1968) held that the applicability of state gambling laws depends on 

where the gaming transaction occurs. For online platforms, determining the locus of 
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the transaction involves complex legal questions regarding server location, player 

location, and payment processing jurisdiction. 

Enforcement mechanisms include both criminal penalties and civil consequences. 

Criminal penalties under the Public Gambling Act include imprisonment up to three 

months and fines up to 200 rupees for operating gaming houses, with lesser penalties 

for visitors. State enactments typically impose more substantial penalties, with modern 

legislation like the Telangana Gaming (Amendment) Act, 2017 prescribing 

imprisonment up to one year and fines up to 5,000 rupees for first offenses, with 

enhanced penalties for subsequent violations. 

The unenforceability of gambling debts represents a significant civil consequence of 

illegal gambling. Section 30 of the Indian Contract Act, 1872 renders agreements by 

way of wager void, preventing judicial enforcement of gambling debts. However, the 

skill-based exception creates a parallel distinction, with debts from skill-based 

activities remaining enforceable, as confirmed in Badrinarayan Chunilal Bhutada v. 

Govindram Ramgopal (1959). 

Regulatory fragmentation has created significant practical challenges, including 

jurisdictional questions for online platforms operating across state boundaries, 

compliance complexities for operators navigating diverse state regulations, and 

enforcement difficulties for authorities. These challenges have prompted increasing 

calls for harmonized national regulation that would establish consistent standards 

while recognizing legitimate skill-based activities. 

Gurdeep Singh Sachar v. Union of India (2019) - Dream11 Legal Status 

The case of Gurdeep Singh Sachar v. Union of India & Ors. (2019) represents a 

pivotal judicial determination regarding the legal status of fantasy sports platforms in 

India. The Bombay High Court's comprehensive judgment addressed multiple legal 
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dimensions of fantasy sports operations, establishing important precedent for this 

rapidly growing sector. 

The petitioner challenged the legality of Dream11's fantasy sports platform, 

contending that it constituted gambling or betting rather than a game of skill. 

Additionally, the petition claimed that Dream11 should be liable for Goods and 

Services Tax (GST) on the entire participation fee rather than just its platform 

commission, arguing that the activity constituted gambling taxable at higher rates. 

The Bombay High Court dismissed the petition, affirming that Dream11's fantasy 

sports format qualified as a "game of skill" exempt from gambling prohibitions. The 

Court undertook a detailed analysis of Dream11's contest format, noting that 

participants created virtual teams based on knowledge of players' capabilities, match 

conditions, and strategic selection decisions, with results determined by the aggregate 

performance of selected players rather than team victories. 

Justice Chandurkar observed: "The element of skill in Dream11's fantasy sports 

contests predominates over the element of chance. Success in these contests depends 

upon the user's exercise of superior knowledge, judgment and attention... Performance 

in fantasy sports depends on the skill of the participant who selects the team with 

players likely to score maximum points." 
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Chapter 6: Integrity Issues in Sports 

Anti-Doping Regulations 

The fight against doping in sports represents one of the most significant challenges to 

sporting integrity worldwide. India, as a growing sporting nation, has increasingly 

recognized the importance of establishing robust anti-doping regulations that align 

with international standards while addressing local challenges. 

National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA) - Legal Status and Powers 

The National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA) was established in 2005 as India's 

premier organization for combating doping in sports. Operating under the Ministry of 

Youth Affairs and Sports, NADA functions as an autonomous body with statutory 

powers derived from the NADA Anti-Doping Rules, 2021. These rules provide the 

legal framework enabling NADA to conduct testing, investigate potential violations, 

and implement sanctions against athletes found guilty of doping infractions. 

NADA's legal status grants it significant authority within the Indian sporting 

ecosystem. The agency possesses investigative powers that permit it to collect samples 

from athletes both during competitions and in out-of-competition scenarios. This 

testing authority extends across all national-level athletes and competitions, regardless 

of the sporting discipline. Additionally, NADA maintains the power to provisionally 

suspend athletes pending investigation outcomes, a measure designed to preserve 

competitive integrity while allegations are being examined. 

The legal foundation of NADA's operations also empowers it to conduct hearings 

through its Anti-Doping Disciplinary Panel, an independent body tasked with 

adjudicating cases of alleged anti-doping violations. This quasi-judicial function 
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underscores the agency's comprehensive approach to addressing doping infractions, 

combining detection capabilities with adjudicative mechanisms. The panel's decisions 

carry significant weight, with the potential to impact athletes' careers profoundly, 

highlighting the substantial legal authority vested in NADA within the Indian sports 

framework. 

WADA Code Implementation in India 

India's commitment to international anti-doping standards is demonstrated through its 

implementation of the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) Code. The process of 

aligning India's anti-doping regulations with the WADA Code has been evolutionary, 

with significant milestones achieved in recent years. The NADA Anti-Doping Rules, 

most recently updated in 2021, represent a comprehensive adoption of the 2021 

WADA Code, ensuring that Indian athletes are subject to the same standards and 

protocols as their international counterparts. 

The implementation process has involved extensive legal adaptation to ensure 

compatibility with India's existing legal framework. This has included establishing 

clear definitional parameters for what constitutes prohibited substances and methods, 

developing procedural rules for testing and results management, and creating 

administrative structures to oversee compliance. The adaptation has required careful 

consideration of constitutional principles, particularly those relating to due process 

and the right against self-incrimination, to ensure that WADA Code provisions do not 

conflict with fundamental legal protections afforded to Indian citizens. 

One significant aspect of WADA Code implementation in India has been the 

recognition of the principle of strict liability. Under this principle, athletes are held 

responsible for any prohibited substance found in their samples, regardless of intent or 

negligence. This represents a departure from traditional criminal law approaches in 

India, which typically require proof of mens rea (guilty mind). The courts and 
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disciplinary panels have increasingly recognized the necessity of this approach in the 

sporting context, acknowledging that the unique challenges of combating doping 

require specialized legal principles that may diverge from conventional judicial 

approaches. 

Results Management Process 

The results management process for anti-doping violations in India follows a 

structured legal pathway designed to balance efficiency with procedural fairness. 

When a sample returns an adverse analytical finding, NADA initiates a multi-stage 

process beginning with notification to the athlete. This notification includes details of 

the finding and informs the athlete of their right to request analysis of the B-sample, a 

critical procedural safeguard that allows verification of the initial result. 

Following confirmation of an adverse finding, the athlete is entitled to a hearing 

before the Anti-Doping Disciplinary Panel. This hearing represents a crucial juncture 

in the legal process, offering athletes the opportunity to present defenses, challenge 

evidence, and argue for mitigation. The panel operates with procedural flexibility 

while adhering to principles of natural justice, including the right to representation, the 

right to present and challenge evidence, and the right to a reasoned decision. The 

panel's composition, featuring legal experts alongside medical and sports 

professionals, ensures that decisions benefit from diverse expertise relevant to the 

complexities of doping cases. 

Appeals against the Disciplinary Panel's decisions may be lodged with the 

Anti-Doping Appeal Panel, providing a second tier of review. For cases of 

international significance, further appeals may be made to the Court of Arbitration for 

Sport (CAS), acknowledging the hierarchical integration of India's anti-doping 

framework within the global system. Throughout this process, athletes maintain 

significant procedural rights, including the right to provisional hearings before the 
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imposition of provisional suspensions, the right to confidentiality until the final 

determination, and the right to seek reductions in sanctions based on factors such as 

no significant fault or negligence. 

Narsingh Yadav v. NADA (2016) - Contamination Defense 

The case of Narsingh Yadav v. NADA represents a landmark in Indian anti-doping 

jurisprudence, particularly regarding the contamination defense. Yadav, a wrestler 

qualified for the 2016 Rio Olympics, tested positive for a prohibited substance shortly 

before the Games. He contended that his supplements had been deliberately 

contaminated by rivals, a defense that initially found favor with NADA's Disciplinary 

Panel, which exonerated him based on sabotage evidence. 

This case illuminated the evidentiary challenges associated with contamination 

defenses in the Indian context. The Disciplinary Panel accepted circumstantial 

evidence of rivalry and motive, alongside testimony regarding suspicious activities 

near Yadav's training facilities. This represented a relatively accommodating approach 

to the contamination defense, recognizing the practical difficulties athletes face in 

definitively proving sabotage. However, WADA appealed this decision to the Court of 

Arbitration for Sport, which overturned Yadav's exoneration, finding insufficient 

evidence to support the contamination claim. 

The contrasting decisions of the Indian panel and CAS highlight a tension in the 

application of anti-doping standards across national and international forums. The 

case established that while contamination remains a valid defense under Indian 

anti-doping jurisprudence, the evidentiary threshold is substantially high, requiring 

more than circumstantial evidence and allegations. This precedent has influenced 

subsequent cases, with disciplinary panels now requiring more robust forensic 

evidence and chronological consistency to sustain contamination defenses, aligning 
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Indian practices more closely with the stringent approach adopted at the international 

level. 

Match-Fixing and Corruption 

Match-fixing and corruption represent profound threats to sporting integrity, 

undermining the fundamental unpredictability that gives sports their appeal. In India, 

these issues have gained prominence in recent decades, particularly in cricket, 

necessitating legal and regulatory responses that continue to evolve. 

Current Legal Framework Under the Indian Penal Code 

The legal approach to match-fixing in India primarily relies on the application of 

general provisions within the Indian Penal Code (IPC), in the absence of specific 

legislation targeting sports fraud. Section 420 of the IPC, which criminalizes cheating 

and dishonestly inducing delivery of property, has been the cornerstone for 

prosecutions related to match-fixing. This provision has been applied to cases where 

players or officials have received financial benefits in exchange for manipulating 

sporting outcomes, conceptualizing the offense as a fraud perpetrated against the 

public and organizational stakeholders. 

Additionally, Section 415 (covering cheating) and Section 120B (criminal conspiracy) 

of the IPC have been utilized in tandem to prosecute match-fixing rings, recognizing 

the typically collaborative nature of such operations. The Prevention of Corruption 

Act has also been invoked in cases involving public servants, particularly when 

officials from government-recognized sports bodies are implicated. This patchwork 

application of existing criminal provisions reflects the legal system's adaptive 

response to match-fixing, though it has been criticized for lacking specificity to the 

sporting context. 
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Enforcement challenges persist under this framework, particularly regarding 

jurisdictional issues and evidentiary standards. The transnational nature of modern 

match-fixing operations often involves actions spanning multiple jurisdictions, 

creating complexities in investigation and prosecution. Moreover, proving the 

requisite criminal intent to the standard required in criminal proceedings has proven 

challenging, especially given the subtle nature of performance manipulation in sports, 

which may not leave a clear evidentiary trail. 

Prevention of Sports Fraud Bill (Draft Legislation) 

The Prevention of Sports Fraud Bill represents India's most comprehensive attempt to 

develop specialized legislation addressing match-fixing and related corruption in 

sports. First drafted in 2013 and subsequently revised, the bill proposes to criminalize 

a range of activities including manipulation of sports results, deliberate 

underperformance, disclosure of inside information for betting purposes, and 

manipulation of sporting equipment or infrastructure. 

The draft legislation establishes a graduated penalty structure based on the severity 

and impact of the fraud, with punishments ranging from fines to imprisonment. 

Significantly, the bill contemplates extraterritorial application, acknowledging the 

frequently international dimension of match-fixing operations. It also provides for 

specialized investigative procedures and evidentiary considerations tailored to the 

unique challenges of detecting and proving sports fraud. 

Despite its comprehensive approach, the bill has faced parliamentary delays and 

stakeholder concerns. Critics have raised questions about potential overlaps with 

existing gambling legislation, the appropriate balance between criminal and 

administrative sanctions, and the procedural safeguards necessary to protect athletes 

from unfounded accusations. The prolonged legislative process reflects the complexity 
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of crafting effective sports fraud legislation that addresses contemporary challenges 

while respecting legal principles and stakeholder interests. 

Criminal vs. Administrative Sanctions 

The debate regarding the appropriate balance between criminal and administrative 

sanctions for match-fixing highlights a fundamental tension in sports integrity 

enforcement. Criminal sanctions, with their severe penalties and societal stigma, serve 

important deterrent functions and symbolize the serious nature of sporting corruption. 

However, they also entail significant procedural protections for the accused, higher 

evidentiary thresholds, and lengthier proceedings that may not align with the sporting 

world's need for timely resolution. 

Administrative sanctions, typically imposed by sporting bodies themselves, offer 

greater flexibility, specialized knowledge of sporting contexts, and more expeditious 

processes. These can include bans from competition, financial penalties, and 

withdrawal of privileges or credentials. The lower evidentiary standards in 

administrative proceedings—often based on "comfortable satisfaction" rather than 

"beyond reasonable doubt"—facilitate enforcement but may raise concerns about 

procedural fairness. 

The emerging consensus in Indian sports governance favors a dual-track approach, 

recognizing the complementary roles of criminal and administrative processes. This 

approach allows sporting bodies to impose immediate administrative sanctions to 

protect competitive integrity while criminal investigations proceed at their necessarily 

more deliberate pace. The implementation of this dual-track system requires careful 

coordination between sporting organizations and law enforcement agencies, with clear 

protocols for information sharing and jurisdictional delineation. 

Delhi Police v. Sreesanth IPL Spot-Fixing Case (2019) 
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The case involving cricketer S. Sreesanth and allegations of spot-fixing during the 

2013 Indian Premier League represents a watershed moment in Indian sports law 

jurisprudence. Initially arrested along with other players on charges including criminal 

conspiracy and cheating, Sreesanth faced both criminal prosecution and administrative 

sanctions from the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI), which imposed a life 

ban on his participation in cricket. 

The criminal proceedings ultimately concluded with Sreesanth's acquittal by the 

Patiala House Court in 2015, a decision upheld by the Delhi High Court in 2019. The 

court's reasoning highlighted the prosecution's failure to establish the necessary 

elements of criminal conspiracy and cheating under the Indian Penal Code, 

particularly regarding the requirement to prove specific intent beyond reasonable 

doubt. This outcome underscored the challenges of applying general criminal 

provisions to the specialized context of sports manipulation. 

Parallel to the criminal proceedings, Sreesanth challenged his administrative ban 

through sports dispute resolution mechanisms. The Supreme Court's eventual 

intervention in 2019 directed the BCCI to reconsider the proportionality of the life 

ban, emphasizing the need for administrative sanctions to reflect principles of 

proportionality and progressive discipline. This judicial direction influenced 

subsequent BCCI disciplinary approaches, introducing greater consideration of 

mitigating factors and rehabilitation possibilities in sanctioning decisions. 

The divergent outcomes in the criminal and administrative tracks of this 

case—acquittal in court but sanctions in the sporting realm—exemplify the different 

standards and purposes of these complementary systems. This case has become a 

reference point for subsequent sports integrity cases in India, establishing important 

precedents regarding evidentiary standards, procedural rights, and the relationship 

between judicial and sporting disciplinary mechanisms. 
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Age Fraud in Sports 

Age fraud represents a persistent challenge to sporting integrity in India, particularly 

in youth competitions where age-based categories determine eligibility. This form of 

misrepresentation undermines fair competition, poses safety risks when athletes 

compete against younger opponents, and distorts talent development pathways. 

Age Verification Protocols 

Age verification protocols in Indian sports have evolved significantly in response to 

persistent challenges with age fraud. The primary approach involves documentary 

verification through birth certificates, school records, and government-issued 

identification. However, recognizing the vulnerability of document-based systems to 

falsification, sporting bodies have implemented multi-layered verification processes 

that combine documentation with medical assessments and database tracking. 

The Sports Authority of India and various national sports federations have established 

centralized athlete registration systems that record age data at the earliest possible 

point of entry into structured sports, creating baseline records that reduce the potential 

for later manipulation. These systems include unique identification numbers that 

follow athletes throughout their careers, facilitating continuous verification and 

reducing opportunities for multiple registrations with differing age details. 

Technological innovations have enhanced verification capabilities, with some 

federations implementing biometric identification systems that link physical 

characteristics to age records. Additionally, cross-verification protocols between 

different sporting organizations and educational institutions help identify 

discrepancies in reported ages across different contexts. Despite these advancements, 

implementation challenges persist, particularly at grassroots levels where resource 
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constraints and governance limitations may compromise the rigor of verification 

processes. 

Consequences of Age Fraud 

The consequences of age fraud extend beyond immediate competitive disadvantage to 

create systemic impacts throughout the sporting ecosystem. For individual athletes, 

the consequences of detected age falsification can be severe, including disqualification 

from competitions, retrospective stripping of achievements, and suspension from 

future participation. These penalties can derail promising careers and stigmatize 

athletes, even when the falsification may have occurred through parental or coach 

pressure rather than the athlete's independent decision. 

Beyond individual impacts, age fraud creates distortions in talent identification and 

development systems. Athletes competing in incorrect age categories may receive 

development opportunities at the expense of legitimately eligible competitors, creating 

ripple effects that can persist throughout competitive pathways. This misallocation of 

resources and opportunities undermines the meritocratic principles that should govern 

sports progression. 

The reputational damage to sports bodies and the broader sporting community from 

widespread age fraud cannot be underestimated. Public confidence in competition 

integrity affects everything from spectatorship to sponsorship, with economic 

consequences for the sustainability of sporting organizations. Recognition of these 

far-reaching impacts has motivated increasingly stringent approaches to both 

prevention and sanction, reflecting the understanding that age fraud represents not 

merely a technical violation but a fundamental challenge to sporting ethics. 

Medical Determination of Age 
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Medical age determination has become an integral component of age verification 

processes in Indian sports, particularly in contested cases where documentary 

evidence is insufficient or disputed. The primary medical approaches include bone age 

assessment through radiological examination of wrist bones (the Tanner-Whitehouse 

and Greulich-Pyle methods), dental examination focusing on tooth development 

patterns, and physical development assessment considering secondary sexual 

characteristics according to the Tanner staging system. 

These medical methodologies present both possibilities and limitations in the context 

of age verification. While they provide objective physiological data points, they also 

involve inherent margins of error, typically ranging from ±6 months to ±2 years 

depending on the method employed and the individual's stage of development. These 

margins reflect natural variations in development rates influenced by genetic factors, 

nutritional status, and environmental conditions. The scientific community has 

cautioned against over-reliance on any single method, advocating instead for 

combinatorial approaches that synthesize multiple indicators. 

The legal status of medical age determination in sports has evolved through a series of 

judicial pronouncements. Courts have generally accepted medical evidence as 

admissible in age dispute cases, while acknowledging its limitations and emphasizing 

that it should complement rather than supersede reliable documentary evidence. 

Judicial decisions have established important parameters regarding the weight 

accorded to different types of medical evidence, the appropriate circumstances for 

ordering medical examinations, and the procedural safeguards necessary to protect 

athletes' dignity and rights during the examination process. 

Manjot Kalra v. DDCA (2018) - Age Fraud Investigation Standards 

The case of Manjot Kalra v. Delhi & District Cricket Association established 

significant precedents regarding the standards for age fraud investigations in Indian 
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sports. Kalra, a promising cricketer who represented India in youth tournaments, faced 

allegations of age falsification based on discrepancies between school records and 

cricket registration documents. The case progressed through multiple forums, 

including the BCCI's age verification committee, the Delhi High Court, and eventually 

reached resolution following a police investigation. 

This case highlighted critical issues regarding the burden and standard of proof in age 

fraud allegations. The Delhi High Court emphasized that the onus of establishing 

fraud rests with the accusing party, requiring more than mere documentary 

discrepancies to sustain serious allegations that could derail an athlete's career. The 

court articulated a standard akin to "clear and convincing evidence" rather than mere 

probability, recognizing the severe consequences of adverse findings for young 

athletes. 

Procedurally, the case established important safeguards for athletes facing age fraud 

investigations. These include the right to notice specifying the precise allegations, the 

opportunity to present exculpatory evidence, access to all material relied upon by 

investigating authorities, and the right to a reasoned decision that addresses the 

evidence comprehensively. The court also emphasized the need for investigations to 

be conducted within reasonable timeframes, recognizing that prolonged uncertainty 

can itself constitute a form of injustice for developing athletes. 

The resolution of the Kalra case influenced subsequent approaches to age verification 

disputes, encouraging sporting bodies to develop more robust initial verification 

processes to prevent disputes, while also establishing more structured and fair 

investigative procedures when allegations do arise. This balance between prevention 

and procedural fairness has become a template for addressing age fraud across 

different sports in the Indian context. 

Governance and Transparency Requirements 
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Good governance and transparency form the foundation of integrity in sports 

organizations. In India, the evolution of governance standards for sports bodies 

reflects broader movements toward accountability in public institutions, with 

increasing recognition that sports organizations serve important social functions that 

transcend private interests. 

Financial Disclosures for Sports Organizations 

Financial disclosure requirements for sports organizations in India operate within a 

complex legal framework combining elements of societies registration laws, 

companies law, charitable trust regulations, and sports-specific guidelines. National 

sports federations receiving government funding must adhere to the National Sports 

Development Code, which mandates annual financial audits, publication of financial 

statements, and maintenance of transparent accounts recording all income sources and 

expenditures. 

Beyond governmental requirements, market-driven forces have also influenced 

financial disclosure practices. Commercial stakeholders, including sponsors, 

broadcasters, and commercial partners, increasingly demand robust financial 

governance as a prerequisite for investment. This has prompted leading sports 

organizations to voluntarily adopt enhanced disclosure standards exceeding statutory 

requirements, including detailed revenue stream breakdowns, compensation 

information for key executives, and transaction disclosures for related party dealings. 

The judicial system has played a significant role in advancing financial disclosure 

standards through various decisions requiring greater transparency from sports bodies. 

These judicial interventions have established important principles regarding the public 

interest in sports organizations' financial operations, regardless of their technical legal 

status as private entities. However, implementation challenges persist, particularly 
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among smaller organizations and at sub-national levels, where capacity limitations and 

governance traditions may impede full compliance with emerging best practices. 

RTI Act Applicability to Sports Bodies 

The application of the Right to Information Act (RTI) to sports organizations 

represents a contested frontier in sports governance law. The legal question centers on 

whether sports federations constitute "public authorities" under Section 2(h) of the 

RTI Act by virtue of substantial government funding, regulatory functions, or their 

role in selecting national representatives. This question has generated significant 

litigation, with evolving jurisprudence reflecting broader tensions between 

organizational autonomy and public accountability. 

In a series of decisions culminating in the Supreme Court's ruling in BCCI v. Cricket 

Association of Bihar, the judiciary has adopted a functional approach to determining 

RTI applicability. This approach looks beyond formal legal status to consider 

substantive factors including the receipt of government land at concessional rates, tax 

exemptions, the use of national symbols, and the performance of functions closely 

associated with national representation. Under this analysis, several national sports 

federations have been deemed subject to RTI provisions, requiring them to establish 

information officers and disclosure mechanisms. 

The practical implementation of RTI in sports organizations has revealed both benefits 

and challenges. On the positive side, RTI has enabled stakeholders including athletes, 

state associations, and the general public to access previously opaque information 

regarding selection criteria, fund allocation, and governance decisions. However, 

concerns have emerged regarding the administrative burden of RTI compliance, the 

potential disclosure of commercially sensitive information, and the risk that excessive 

transparency might compromise strategic decision-making in competitive sporting 

environments. 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 135 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

Prevention of Conflict of Interest 

Conflict of interest regulation in Indian sports has emerged as a critical governance 

issue, particularly following high-profile controversies in cricket and other prominent 

sports. The legal framework addressing conflicts combines elements of company law 

principles, fiduciary obligations derived from trust law, and sport-specific regulations 

developed by national federations. These varied sources establish prohibitions on dual 

roles, requirements for disclosure and recusal, and limitations on commercial 

relationships that might compromise independent decision-making. 

The implementation of conflict of interest regulations has proven challenging in 

practice, given the close-knit nature of sporting communities and the multiple roles 

individuals often play within sporting ecosystems. Common conflict scenarios include 

administrators holding positions in both national and international bodies, commercial 

interests in entities doing business with sports organizations, familial relationships 

between decision-makers and affected parties, and involvement in player management 

alongside governance responsibilities. 

Sports organizations have responded to these challenges by developing increasingly 

sophisticated conflict management frameworks. These typically involve mandatory 

disclosure requirements, establishment of independent ethics committees, clear recusal 

protocols for decision-making processes, and periodic conflict checks for key 

officials. The effectiveness of these measures varies significantly across different 

sports and organizational levels, with implementation generally more robust in 

organizations that have experienced public controversies or judicial intervention 

around governance issues. 

BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar (2018) - Conflict of Interest Guidelines 

The Supreme Court's intervention in BCCI v. Cricket Association of Bihar marked a 

watershed moment for conflict of interest regulation in Indian sports. Following 
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findings of significant governance failures by the Lodha Committee, the Court 

directed comprehensive reforms to the BCCI's governance structure, with particular 

emphasis on conflict of interest prevention. The resulting guidelines established 

categorical prohibitions on certain dual positions, mandated disclosure and recusal 

mechanisms, and created an independent ethics officer position responsible for 

conflict evaluation and enforcement. 

The BCCI case established several precedent-setting principles regarding conflicts of 

interest in sports governance. First, it recognized the inadequacy of disclosure alone as 

a management strategy for fundamental structural conflicts. Second, it established that 

conflicts should be evaluated both for actual bias and the appearance of impropriety, 

acknowledging that perceived conflicts can damage organizational legitimacy even 

absent demonstrable harm. Third, it articulated the concept of "tractable" versus 

"intractable" conflicts, distinguishing between situations that can be managed through 

procedural safeguards and those requiring complete prohibition. 

The influence of the BCCI conflict guidelines has extended well beyond cricket, as 

other national sports federations have voluntarily adopted similar provisions or had 

them imposed through analogous judicial or administrative interventions. This case 

illustrates the judiciary's willingness to intervene substantively in sports governance 

when self-regulation proves insufficient, recognizing the significant public interest in 

maintaining the integrity of sporting institutions. The ongoing implementation of these 

guidelines continues to generate interpretive questions and practical challenges, 

reflecting the inherent complexity of managing conflicts in the multifaceted 

relationships that characterize modern sports organizations.  
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Chapter 7: International Dimensions and 

Future Trends 

International Sports Law and Indian Compliance 

The realm of sports governance in India exists within a broader international 

framework that shapes domestic policies and practices. Indian sports organizations 

must navigate a complex web of international obligations while addressing local needs 

and challenges. This interplay between global standards and national implementation 

forms the foundation of India's sports legal framework. 

Olympic Charter and National Olympic Committee Obligations 

The Olympic Charter serves as the constitutional document of the Olympic 

Movement, establishing fundamental principles and rules for the organization of the 

Olympic Games. The Indian Olympic Association (IOA), as India's National Olympic 

Committee (NOC), bears the responsibility of ensuring compliance with this charter 

while promoting Olympic values within the country. 

The IOA's obligations extend beyond mere acknowledgment of Olympic principles; 

they encompass concrete responsibilities regarding athlete selection, anti-doping 

measures, and sports development. The Charter's Rule 27 specifically mandates that 

NOCs maintain autonomy from governmental interference while simultaneously 

adhering to national legislation. This delicate balance has proven challenging for the 

IOA, as evidenced by its temporary suspension by the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) in 2012 due to governance issues and governmental influence in its 

elections. 
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The suspension highlighted the tension between international standards and domestic 

practices, forcing substantial reforms within the IOA's constitution and electoral 

processes. The episode demonstrated how international compliance requirements can 

catalyze positive change in national sports governance frameworks. The IOA's 

subsequent reinstatement in 2014 followed significant structural reforms, including 

the adoption of age and tenure limits for officials and enhanced transparency measures 

in its operations. 

Moreover, the Olympic Charter's provisions regarding non-discrimination and gender 

equality have influenced the IOA's policies, leading to greater female representation in 

sports administration and competitive opportunities. The Charter's emphasis on athlete 

welfare has also prompted the IOA to establish athlete commissions and welfare 

programs that align with international standards while addressing uniquely Indian 

challenges. 

International Federation Regulations and Domestic Implementation 

International Sport Federations (IFs) govern individual sports at the global level, 

establishing technical rules, competition formats, and athlete eligibility criteria. Indian 

National Sports Federations (NSFs) must implement these regulations while operating 

within the country's legal framework, creating a dual compliance environment. 

The World Athletics (formerly IAAF) regulations, for instance, have significant 

implications for Athletics Federation of India (AFI) policies. The implementation of 

World Athletics' technical standards, competition rules, and anti-doping protocols 

requires careful alignment with Indian legal provisions and administrative capabilities. 

This implementation process often necessitates legislative amendments, infrastructure 

development, and capacity building within domestic sports bodies. 

The case of Indian weightlifting illustrates the challenges and consequences of 

non-compliance with international regulations. Multiple doping violations by Indian 
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weightlifters led to sanctions from the International Weightlifting Federation (IWF), 

including fines and potential competition bans. These sanctions prompted 

comprehensive reforms in the Indian Weightlifting Federation's anti-doping programs, 

educational initiatives, and testing protocols, demonstrating how international pressure 

can drive domestic reform. 

National Sports Federations must also navigate the complex relationship between 

international technical regulations and domestic administrative laws. The application 

of international standards in areas such as athlete selection, disciplinary procedures, 

and governance must align with principles of natural justice, transparency, and 

fairness as established in Indian administrative law. This alignment requires 

sophisticated legal frameworks that acknowledge both international obligations and 

constitutional guarantees. 

The Indian courts have increasingly recognized the importance of international 

regulations in sports disputes. In Rajiv Yadav v. Athletics Federation of India (2016), 

the Delhi High Court upheld the validity of selection criteria based on international 

standards, acknowledging the federation's obligation to implement global technical 

benchmarks while ensuring procedural fairness. 

FIFA Statutes and AIFF Compliance 

Football governance in India presents a particularly instructive example of the 

interaction between international regulations and domestic implementation. The All 

India Football Federation (AIFF) operates under the auspices of FIFA (Fédération 

Internationale de Football Association) and must adhere to FIFA Statutes while 

functioning within India's legal system. 

FIFA's emphasis on the autonomy of football associations has significantly influenced 

the AIFF's governance structure and relationship with governmental authorities. 

Article 14 of the FIFA Statutes explicitly prohibits third-party interference in member 
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associations, including governmental bodies. This requirement has created tension 

with India's administrative oversight of sports federations through bodies like the 

Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports. 

The conflict became particularly apparent in 2017 when the Delhi High Court 

appointed a Committee of Administrators to oversee AIFF operations following 

governance irregularities. FIFA viewed this judicial intervention as potential 

third-party interference, threatening suspension of the AIFF's membership. The 

resulting negotiations highlighted the delicate balance between international 

compliance and domestic accountability mechanisms. 

The AIFF's compliance with FIFA's club licensing regulations has also transformed 

Indian club football, introducing professional standards for infrastructure, youth 

development, financial management, and administrative operations. The 

implementation of these international requirements has necessitated significant 

investment and structural changes in Indian football clubs, demonstrating how 

international regulations can drive domestic professionalization. 

Additionally, the FIFA Statutes' provisions regarding dispute resolution have 

influenced the AIFF's development of specialized arbitration mechanisms, including 

the AIFF Players' Status Committee and Appeal Committee. These bodies must apply 

FIFA regulations while respecting principles of natural justice and procedural fairness 

established in Indian jurisprudence, creating a hybrid legal framework that draws from 

both international and domestic sources. 

Shashank Manohar v. ICC (2019) - International Governance Impact 

The case of Shashank Manohar v. International Cricket Council (ICC) represents a 

significant example of how Indian legal principles can influence international sports 

governance. Manohar, a former BCCI president who later became ICC Chairman, 

challenged certain aspects of ICC governance reforms during his tenure, highlighting 
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the complex interplay between national legal traditions and international sports 

administration. 

The dispute centered on governance reforms that altered the power balance within the 

ICC, reducing the historical influence of traditional cricket powers, including India. 

The case illuminated how principles of administrative law, natural justice, and 

procedural fairness can transcend national boundaries to impact international sports 

organizations' operations and decision-making processes. 

The resolution of this dispute demonstrated that international sports governance is 

increasingly subject to universal legal principles regarding transparency, fairness, and 

due process. Indian legal concepts regarding administrative fairness and procedural 

justice influenced the eventual governance compromises reached within the ICC, 

showing that the flow of legal influence in sports is bidirectional rather than merely 

from international bodies to national federations. 

Moreover, the case highlighted India's evolving role in shaping international sports 

governance rather than simply complying with externally imposed standards. As 

India's economic and sporting influence grows, its legal principles and governance 

traditions are increasingly influencing international sports organizations' structures 

and operational frameworks. 

Major Events Hosting: Legal Framework 

Hosting major international sporting events requires sophisticated legal frameworks 

that address the unique challenges of large-scale competitions while aligning with 

international requirements and domestic legislation. India's experience with event 

hosting has evolved considerably, developing specialized legal approaches to meet the 

demands of global sporting competitions. 

Event Hosting Agreements 
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Event hosting agreements form the legal foundation for international competitions 

held in India, establishing the rights and responsibilities of all parties involved. These 

complex contracts define the relationship between the event owner (typically an 

international federation), the local organizing committee, governmental authorities, 

and commercial partners. 

The 2010 Commonwealth Games in Delhi represented a watershed moment in India's 

approach to hosting agreements. The multi-layered contractual framework for this 

event involved the Commonwealth Games Federation, the Indian Olympic 

Association, the Government of India, the Delhi government, and numerous 

commercial entities. This complex web of agreements highlighted the need for 

coordinated legal approaches that harmonize international requirements with domestic 

capabilities. 

Hosting agreements typically contain detailed provisions regarding venue 

specifications, broadcasting rights, intellectual property protection, security 

arrangements, and financial responsibilities. For Indian organizers, navigating these 

requirements necessitates sophisticated legal expertise that understands both 

international sporting standards and domestic legal constraints. 

The enforceability of specific hosting agreement provisions within Indian law has 

sometimes proven challenging, particularly regarding tax exemptions, currency 

restrictions, and procurement processes. The 2011 Cricket World Cup exemplified 

these challenges, requiring special governmental dispensations to fulfill International 

Cricket Council (ICC) requirements regarding tax treatment of event revenues. 

More recently, India has developed standardized approaches to hosting agreements 

that balance international requirements with domestic legal protection. The Pro 

Kabaddi League and Indian Super League have pioneered innovative contractual 
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frameworks that incorporate international best practices while addressing uniquely 

Indian legal considerations, creating templates for future events. 

Government Guarantees and Obligations 

Major international sporting events typically require substantial governmental 

guarantees that commit public resources and legislative accommodations to meet 

event requirements. These guarantees transform sporting competitions into matters of 

public policy, invoking complex questions of administrative law, fiscal responsibility, 

and governmental authority. 

The Indian government's guarantees for events like the 2010 Commonwealth Games 

and the 2017 FIFA U-17 World Cup encompassed diverse commitments, including 

infrastructure development, security provision, tax exemptions, telecommunications 

support, and visa facilitation. These guarantees often require special legislative or 

executive actions to fulfill international requirements that may exceed standard 

administrative procedures. 

The legal basis for such guarantees derives from various constitutional provisions 

regarding the central government's authority in international relations, combined with 

sports' classification as a State subject under the Constitution's Seventh Schedule. This 

constitutional arrangement necessitates complex center-state coordination mechanisms 

to fulfill hosting obligations, particularly for events spanning multiple regions. 

The implementation of governmental guarantees has occasionally faced legal 

challenges, particularly regarding procurement processes, land acquisition, and 

taxation exemptions. The Delhi High Court's interventions in Commonwealth Games 

preparations highlighted the tension between expedited event requirements and 

established legal processes for public expenditure and contracting. 
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Recent developments in India's approach to governmental guarantees show increasing 

sophistication in balancing international requirements with domestic legal protection. 

The establishment of special purpose vehicles with defined legal mandates, 

time-bound existence, and specialized powers has emerged as a preferred mechanism 

for implementing government guarantees while maintaining accountability and 

transparency. 

Immigration and Customs Facilitation 

International sporting events require specialized immigration and customs 

arrangements to accommodate athletes, officials, equipment, and media 

representatives from numerous countries. These arrangements often necessitate 

temporary modifications to standard entry procedures, creating unique legal 

challenges at the intersection of international obligations and national security 

considerations. 

India has developed increasingly sophisticated approaches to these challenges, 

creating specialized visa categories and expedited processing mechanisms for sporting 

events. The "Sports Visa" category established for the 2010 Commonwealth Games 

represented a significant innovation, providing streamlined entry for accredited 

participants while maintaining necessary security protocols. 

Customs facilitation for sporting equipment presents particular challenges, especially 

for specialized items like firearms for shooting competitions, specialized boats, or 

medical equipment. The temporary importation of such equipment requires legal 

frameworks that balance international sporting requirements with domestic regulations 

regarding restricted items, taxation, and security. 

The Information Technology Act and Customs Act amendments prior to major events 

have enabled electronic processing of participant information and equipment 

declarations, facilitating expedited entry while maintaining regulatory oversight. 
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These legislative adaptations demonstrate India's evolving approach to balancing 

facilitation with compliance in event-related immigration and customs matters. 

Recent years have seen the development of more permanent legal frameworks for 

sports-related immigration and customs facilitation rather than event-specific 

arrangements. This evolution reflects India's growing role as a regular host of 

international competitions and the need for standardized approaches that provide 

certainty for event organizers while maintaining appropriate security and regulatory 

controls. 

Special Legislation for Major Sporting Events 

Major international competitions have increasingly prompted special legislation that 

addresses the unique legal requirements of large-scale sporting events. This approach 

recognizes that existing legal frameworks may be insufficient to accommodate the 

exceptional circumstances and international obligations associated with premier 

sporting competitions. 

The Commonwealth Games Delhi Act represents India's most comprehensive example 

of event-specific legislation, creating special provisions for venue development, 

security arrangements, transportation management, and commercial protections. This 

legislation established time-bound exceptions to standard procedures while defining 

specific sunset provisions that limited these exceptional measures to the event period. 

Special event legislation typically addresses several key areas: intellectual property 

protection, ambush marketing prevention, public safety, traffic management, and 

commercial rights enforcement. These provisions create a protective legal 

environment for event properties while establishing mechanisms to fulfill host 

obligations regarding the competition experience. 
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Anti-ambush marketing provisions have become particularly important components of 

event legislation, protecting official sponsors' exclusive rights against unauthorized 

associations with the competition. The legal framework for the 2011 Cricket World 

Cup included specific prohibitions against unauthorized commercial associations with 

the event, representing an important evolution in India's approach to protecting event 

intellectual property. 

More recent approaches have moved toward omnibus sports event legislation rather 

than competition-specific acts, recognizing the inefficiency of creating new legal 

frameworks for each international event. Draft proposals for comprehensive major 

events legislation would establish standing provisions that could be activated through 

ministerial declarations, streamlining the legal preparation process while maintaining 

necessary protections. 

Sports Law Education and Development 

The emergence of sports law as a distinct legal discipline in India reflects the growing 

recognition of sports' unique legal challenges and the need for specialized expertise. 

Educational institutions, legal practitioners, and researchers are increasingly 

contributing to the development of a distinctly Indian approach to sports law that 

addresses local needs while incorporating international best practices. 

Sports Law Academic Programs in India 

Formal education in sports law has expanded significantly in recent years, with 

numerous institutions offering specialized courses, diplomas, and degree programs 

focused on the legal aspects of sports. These academic initiatives play a crucial role in 

developing the specialized expertise needed to navigate sports' complex legal 

landscape. 
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The National Law Schools have pioneered sports law education, with institutions like 

National Law School of India University (Bangalore) and National Academy of Legal 

Studies and Research (Hyderabad) offering dedicated sports law courses within their 

curricula. These programs typically combine theoretical foundations with practical 

applications, exposing students to both international sports law principles and 

uniquely Indian challenges. 

Several universities have established research centers focused specifically on sports 

law, including the Sports Law Research Centre at Symbiosis Law School and the 

Centre for Sports Law, Economics and Policy at the Jindal Global Law School. These 

centers conduct original research, organize conferences, and provide policy 

recommendations, contributing significantly to the development of sports law as an 

academic discipline in India. 

Specialized postgraduate programs have also emerged, offering focused training for 

legal professionals seeking expertise in sports-related matters. The one-year Post 

Graduate Diploma in Sports Law offered by the Indian Institute of Legal Studies 

represents an important development in specialized sports law education, providing 

comprehensive training in areas ranging from athlete representation to event 

organization. 

Industry partnerships have enhanced academic programs' practical relevance, with law 

firms, sports federations, and leagues collaborating with educational institutions to 

provide internships, guest lectures, and case studies. These collaborations help bridge 

the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application, preparing graduates 

for the actual challenges of sports legal practice. 

Specialized Legal Representation for Athletes 

The increasing professionalization of Indian sports has created growing demand for 

specialized legal representation that addresses athletes' unique needs. Athlete 
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representation has evolved from general practice law firms handling occasional sports 

matters to dedicated sports law practitioners offering comprehensive services to 

sportspersons at all career stages. 

Legal representation for contract negotiations has become particularly important as 

commercial opportunities expand across Indian sports. Specialized attorneys now 

assist athletes in negotiating complex agreements with teams, leagues, sponsors, and 

media outlets, ensuring fair compensation and appropriate protections for their clients' 

interests and images. 

Disciplinary proceedings, particularly in doping cases, represent another critical area 

requiring specialized representation. The technical complexity of anti-doping 

regulations, combined with the potentially career-ending consequences of violations, 

necessitates knowledgeable advocates who understand both the scientific aspects of 

testing and the procedural protections available to athletes. 

Retirement planning and post-career transitions also benefit from specialized legal 

guidance, helping athletes navigate issues such as pension rights, insurance claims, 

and business opportunities. This holistic approach to athlete representation recognizes 

sportspersons' unique career trajectories and financial circumstances, providing 

tailored advice for their specific situations. 

Several law firms have established dedicated sports law departments, with specialized 

attorneys focusing exclusively on sports-related matters. Firms like Krida Legal, 

Sports Law India, and the sports practice at Nishith Desai Associates have developed 

comprehensive service offerings specifically designed for athletes' needs, signaling the 

maturation of sports law as a distinct practice area. 

Sports Law Journals and Research 
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Academic publications and research initiatives have contributed significantly to the 

development of sports law as a distinct discipline in India. These scholarly efforts 

analyze existing legal frameworks, propose reforms, and document emerging trends, 

building a body of knowledge that informs both practice and policy. 

The Indian Journal of Sports Law, established in 2018, represents an important 

milestone in specialized academic publishing, providing a dedicated platform for 

scholarship focused specifically on the legal aspects of sports in India. The journal 

publishes original research, case analyses, and comparative studies, contributing to the 

development of a distinctly Indian perspective on sports law issues. 

Several mainstream legal journals, including the National Law School of India 

Review and the NUJS Law Review, have published special issues focused on sports 

law topics, bringing these discussions into broader legal academic discourse. These 

publications have addressed issues ranging from governance reforms to athlete rights, 

intellectual property in sports, and dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Research initiatives by organizations like the Sports Law and Policy Centre in 

Bangalore have produced valuable data and analysis on governance practices, athlete 

welfare, and legal challenges across Indian sports. These applied research projects 

directly influence policy development and institutional reforms while documenting 

best practices for wider dissemination. 

International collaborations have enhanced research quality and relevance, with Indian 

academics increasingly participating in global sports law networks and projects. 

Partnerships with institutions such as the International Association of Sports Law and 

the British Association for Sport and Law have facilitated knowledge exchange and 

comparative analyses that situate Indian developments within global contexts. 

Sports Law Conferences and Knowledge Exchange 
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Professional development and knowledge exchange opportunities have expanded 

significantly, creating forums for practitioners, academics, and administrators to 

discuss emerging issues and best practices. These events play a crucial role in 

disseminating expertise and building professional networks within the sports law 

community. 

The International Conference on Sports Law, organized annually by various National 

Law Universities, has become a premier forum for academic exchange on sports legal 

issues. These conferences feature presentations on emerging research, panel 

discussions with leading practitioners, and opportunities for students to engage with 

established experts in the field. 

Industry-focused events such as the FICCI Sports Summit include specialized legal 

tracks addressing practical challenges in sports administration, contract negotiation, 

and dispute resolution. These business-oriented forums highlight the commercial 

relevance of sports legal expertise while facilitating dialogue between legal 

professionals and industry stakeholders. 

Professional development workshops offered by organizations like the Sports Law 

India Foundation provide targeted training for practitioners seeking to develop 

specialized expertise. These intensive programs address specific topics such as athlete 

representation, event contracts, or intellectual property protection, offering practical 

knowledge for immediate application. 

International knowledge exchange has accelerated through visiting expert programs 

and delegation exchanges. Organizations like the Commonwealth Lawyers 

Association and the International Bar Association's Sports Law Committee have 

facilitated visits by international sports law experts to Indian institutions, sharing 

comparative perspectives and global best practices. 
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Emerging Legal Challenges in Sports 

The rapidly evolving sports landscape presents new legal challenges that require 

innovative responses from legislators, regulators, and practitioners. Technological 

developments, changing business models, and evolving social expectations are 

transforming sports' legal environment, creating both opportunities and challenges for 

all stakeholders. 

E-Sports Regulation 

The phenomenal growth of e-sports in India has created urgent legal questions 

regarding regulation, player protection, and commercial arrangements. This emerging 

sector operates at the intersection of technology law, gaming regulation, and 

traditional sports governance, creating complex legal challenges that existing 

frameworks struggle to address. 

The fundamental question of e-sports' legal classification remains unresolved, with 

significant implications for regulatory approaches. The distinction between games of 

skill and games of chance established in Indian gaming jurisprudence applies 

imperfectly to e-sports competitions, leaving stakeholders in regulatory uncertainty 

across different states with varying gambling laws. 

Player contracts in e-sports present novel challenges for legal practitioners, 

encompassing not only traditional employment considerations but also intellectual 

property issues, streaming rights, and digital avatar ownership. The absence of 

standardized contracting practices has led to significant variation in player protections 

and compensation structures, highlighting the need for industry standards and 

potential regulatory oversight. 

Tournament organization and integrity measures represent another critical area 

requiring legal attention. The online nature of many competitions presents unique 
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challenges for fair play enforcement, age verification, and protection against 

manipulation. Specialized regulations addressing these issues have begun to emerge, 

though significant gaps remain in comprehensive e-sports governance. 

Several stakeholders have proposed regulatory frameworks specifically tailored to 

e-sports, including the E-sports Players Association of India and the Esports 

Federation of India. These proposals seek to establish recognized governance 

structures while addressing issues such as player welfare, competition integrity, and 

appropriate classification of different gaming formats. 

Data Protection in Performance Analytics 

Advanced analytics and performance monitoring technologies have transformed 

athlete training and evaluation, collecting unprecedented amounts of personal data that 

raise significant legal questions regarding ownership, consent, and privacy. The 

intersection of sports performance analytics and data protection law represents an 

increasingly important area of legal practice. 

The collection of biometric data from athletes, including physiological measurements, 

movement patterns, and even genetic information, raises fundamental questions about 

appropriate consent mechanisms and data ownership. The power imbalance between 

athletes and teams/federations complicates traditional consent frameworks, potentially 

requiring enhanced protections for athletes as data subjects. 

Data sharing across organizational boundaries, particularly in team selection contexts, 

creates complex questions regarding appropriate use limitations and subject access 

rights. When multiple entities, including teams, national federations, and commercial 

partners, access athlete performance data, establishing clear responsibility for data 

protection becomes particularly challenging. 
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The international transfer of athlete data, common in global sports, faces increasing 

regulatory scrutiny under frameworks such as the European GDPR and India's 

emerging data protection legislation. Compliance with potentially conflicting 

international requirements represents a significant challenge for organizations 

operating across multiple jurisdictions. 

Several sports organizations have developed pioneering approaches to these 

challenges, including comprehensive data policies that establish clear ownership 

rights, usage limitations, and athlete consent requirements. The Indian Premier 

League's Player Data Policy represents an important step toward standardized 

approaches to performance analytics data, establishing principles that could inform 

broader regulatory frameworks. 

Technological Advancements and Regulatory Responses 

Emerging technologies are transforming sporting competitions, training 

methodologies, and fan experiences, creating novel legal challenges that require 

innovative regulatory responses. From wearable technology to artificial intelligence 

applications, technological advancement continues to outpace regulatory frameworks 

in many areas. 

The use of augmented equipment in competitions raises fundamental questions about 

fair play, equality of opportunity, and the essential nature of sporting contests. 

Regulatory bodies must establish principled approaches to determining when 

technological enhancement crosses the boundary from legitimate equipment 

improvement to unfair advantage. 

Virtual reality and augmented reality applications in sports present complex questions 

regarding intellectual property rights, particularly for digitally recreated venues, 

athlete likenesses, and competition imagery. The absence of specific legal frameworks 
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for these technologies creates uncertainty regarding appropriate licensing 

arrangements and revenue sharing models. 

Artificial intelligence applications in areas such as referee assistance, performance 

prediction, and fantasy sports create novel liability questions when decisions impact 

competitive outcomes or financial interests. Determining appropriate standards of 

care, explainability requirements, and accountability mechanisms represents a 

significant challenge for regulators and sports organizations. 

Various federations have established technology assessment committees to evaluate 

new developments and recommend appropriate regulatory responses. The Board of 

Control for Cricket in India's Technology Advisory Group represents an important 

model, combining technical expertise with legal understanding to address emerging 

challenges in a principled and consistent manner. 

Justice Lodha Committee Report Implementation Challenges 

The landmark Justice Lodha Committee Report on cricket governance reforms 

continues to present significant implementation challenges, highlighting the 

complexities of transforming entrenched administrative structures through legal 

intervention. The ongoing implementation process illustrates broader challenges in 

sports governance reform through judicial oversight. 

The Supreme Court's endorsement of the Lodha Committee recommendations created 

a mandatory implementation framework, yet practical execution has faced resistance 

and operational challenges. This implementation experience offers valuable lessons 

regarding the effectiveness of judicial interventions in sports administration and the 

balance between prescriptive reforms and organic organizational development. 

Several key reforms, including tenure limitations, conflict of interest prohibitions, and 

professional management requirements, have faced particular implementation 
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difficulties. The varying pace of compliance across state associations demonstrates the 

challenges of imposing uniform governance standards on diverse organizational 

cultures and capacities. 

The establishment of effective monitoring mechanisms for reform implementation 

represents a critical challenge, balancing the need for accountability with appropriate 

organizational autonomy. The Committee of Administrators' experience highlights the 

difficulties of external oversight bodies in effectuating sustainable change within 

complex sporting organizations. 

The cricket governance reform process has influenced reform approaches in other 

sports, with several federations proactively implementing Lodha-inspired changes to 

forestall similar judicial interventions. This demonstration effect represents an 

important indirect impact of the report, potentially catalyzing broader governance 

improvements across Indian sports. 

Sports Law Reform Agenda 

The evolution of Indian sports law continues through various reform initiatives that 

seek to address existing gaps, incorporate international best practices, and create 

frameworks suited to the country's unique sporting context. These reform efforts 

represent a critical opportunity to establish coherent, comprehensive approaches to the 

legal aspects of sports. 

Proposed National Sports Bill Evolution (2013-Present) 

The proposed National Sports Bill represents the most comprehensive attempt to 

establish a unified legal framework for Indian sports, though its evolution through 

multiple drafts without enactment highlights the challenges of sports legislation. The 
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bill's development history illustrates the competing interests and complex 

considerations involved in comprehensive sports law reform. 

The initial 2013 draft proposed significant governance reforms for National Sports 

Federations, including mandatory recognition requirements, transparency provisions, 

and athlete representation in administration. These provisions aimed to address 

longstanding governance deficiencies while aligning Indian sports administration with 

international standards. 

Subsequent drafts incorporated additional provisions regarding professional leagues, 

commercialization frameworks, and athlete welfare guarantees. These expansions 

reflected the rapidly changing commercial landscape of Indian sports and the need for 

appropriate regulatory oversight of private league structures. 

Key challenges in the legislative process have included federalism concerns regarding 

the center's role in regulating sports (a State subject under the Constitution), 

appropriate accountability mechanisms that respect organizational autonomy, and 

balancing between prescriptive standards and flexibility for sport-specific 

considerations. 

Recent consultations have produced a revised draft that addresses many stakeholder 

concerns while maintaining core governance standards. This evolution demonstrates 

the iterative nature of sports law development and the importance of inclusive 

consultation processes in crafting effective regulatory frameworks. 

Comprehensive Sports Dispute Resolution Framework 

The fragmented nature of sports dispute resolution in India has prompted calls for a 

comprehensive framework that provides accessible, specialized, and consistent 

adjudication mechanisms. Various reform proposals seek to address existing gaps in 
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dispute resolution while ensuring appropriate expertise in sports-specific 

controversies. 

The proposed Sports Tribunal of India would establish a specialized judicial body 

with exclusive jurisdiction over sports-related disputes, including selection 

controversies, disciplinary matters, and governance challenges. This centralized 

approach would help develop consistent jurisprudence while ensuring appropriate 

technical expertise in adjudication. 

Alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, particularly sport-specific arbitration, have 

received increased attention as potential complements to formal judicial processes. 

Proposals for an Indian Court of Arbitration for Sport, modeled on the international 

CAS but adapted to Indian legal traditions, represent an important potential 

development in sports dispute resolution. 

Grassroots dispute resolution through federation-level ombudspersons and grievance 

committees has also featured in reform proposals, recognizing that many controversies 

require rapid, accessible resolution at the organizational level. These mechanisms 

would provide first-instance adjudication while allowing appeals to more formal 

bodies in appropriate cases. 

The integration of these various mechanisms into a coherent, multi-level system 

represents a significant challenge for reformers. Ensuring appropriate coordination 

while respecting existing jurisdictional boundaries requires sophisticated legislative 

drafting and careful stakeholder consultation. 

Athletes' Rights Protection Act (Draft Proposal) 

Recognition of athletes' unique vulnerabilities and needs has prompted proposals for 

dedicated legislation specifically addressing sportspersons' rights and protections. 

These proposals seek to establish comprehensive safeguards that acknowledge 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 158 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

athletes' central role in sports while addressing the power imbalances inherent in many 

sporting structures. 

Draft proposals for an Athletes' Rights Protection Act would establish fundamental 

guarantees regarding fair selection procedures, disciplinary due process, commercial 

rights, and post-career support. These provisions would create enforceable 

entitlements rather than merely aspirational standards, allowing direct legal action 

when rights are violated. 

The proposed legislation would address the distinctive employment status of athletes, 

who often fall outside traditional employment protection frameworks due to their 

unique contractual arrangements and career structures. Specialized provisions 

regarding contract terms, injury protection, and career transition support would 

acknowledge sportspersons' particular vulnerabilities. 

Several provisions focus specifically on protections for child athletes, including 

educational guarantees, limitations on training demands, financial safeguards, and 

protection from exploitation. These child-specific protections acknowledge the 

particular vulnerabilities of young athletes in highly competitive environments. 

Implementation mechanisms represent a critical component of the proposed 

legislation, with suggestions including an Athletes' Rights Commission with 

investigative powers, dedicated legal aid services for sportspersons, and mandatory 

reporting requirements for sports organizations regarding athlete welfare measures. 

Sports Fraud Prevention Legislation 

The integrity of sporting competitions faces increasing threats from match-fixing, 

spot-fixing, and other manipulation attempts, highlighting the need for specific 

legislation criminalizing these activities. Various proposals seek to establish clear 

legal prohibitions and enforcement mechanisms targeting sports fraud. 
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Draft legislative proposals would create specific criminal offenses for match-fixing, 

inside information misuse, and manipulation of sporting events for gambling 

purposes. These provisions would address existing gaps in the Indian Penal Code, 

which lacks specific references to sports fraud despite its significant public harm. 

Proposed legislation would establish specialized enforcement mechanisms, including 

sports integrity units within law enforcement agencies, cooperation frameworks with 

gambling regulators, and coordination protocols with international bodies such as the 

International Olympic Committee's Integrity Unit. 

Whistleblower protection provisions feature prominently in reform proposals, 

acknowledging the critical role of insider reporting in detecting manipulation 

attempts. These protections would include confidentiality guarantees, immunity 

provisions in appropriate cases, and protection against retaliation for good-faith 

reporting. 

Preventive measures also feature in legislative proposals, including mandatory 

education programs for athletes and officials, integrity monitoring systems for 

competitions, and regulatory requirements for betting operators regarding suspicious 

activity reporting.  
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Chapter 7: International Dimensions and 

Future Trends 

International Sports Law and Indian Compliance 

The realm of sports governance in India exists within a broader international 

framework that shapes domestic policies and practices. Indian sports organizations 

must navigate a complex web of international obligations while addressing local needs 

and challenges. This interplay between global standards and national implementation 

forms the foundation of India's sports legal framework. 

Olympic Charter and National Olympic Committee Obligations 

The Olympic Charter serves as the constitutional document of the Olympic 

Movement, establishing fundamental principles and rules for the organization of the 

Olympic Games. The Indian Olympic Association (IOA), as India's National Olympic 

Committee (NOC), bears the responsibility of ensuring compliance with this charter 

while promoting Olympic values within the country. 

The IOA's obligations extend beyond mere acknowledgment of Olympic principles; 

they encompass concrete responsibilities regarding athlete selection, anti-doping 

measures, and sports development. The Charter's Rule 27 specifically mandates that 

NOCs maintain autonomy from governmental interference while simultaneously 

adhering to national legislation. This delicate balance has proven challenging for the 

IOA, as evidenced by its temporary suspension by the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) in 2012 due to governance issues and governmental influence in its 

elections. 
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The suspension highlighted the tension between international standards and domestic 

practices, forcing substantial reforms within the IOA's constitution and electoral 

processes. The episode demonstrated how international compliance requirements can 

catalyze positive change in national sports governance frameworks. The IOA's 

subsequent reinstatement in 2014 followed significant structural reforms, including 

the adoption of age and tenure limits for officials and enhanced transparency measures 

in its operations. 

Moreover, the Olympic Charter's provisions regarding non-discrimination and gender 

equality have influenced the IOA's policies, leading to greater female representation in 

sports administration and competitive opportunities. The Charter's emphasis on athlete 

welfare has also prompted the IOA to establish athlete commissions and welfare 

programs that align with international standards while addressing uniquely Indian 

challenges. 

International Federation Regulations and Domestic Implementation 

International Sport Federations (IFs) govern individual sports at the global level, 

establishing technical rules, competition formats, and athlete eligibility criteria. Indian 

National Sports Federations (NSFs) must implement these regulations while operating 

within the country's legal framework, creating a dual compliance environment. 

The World Athletics (formerly IAAF) regulations, for instance, have significant 

implications for Athletics Federation of India (AFI) policies. The implementation of 

World Athletics' technical standards, competition rules, and anti-doping protocols 

requires careful alignment with Indian legal provisions and administrative capabilities. 

This implementation process often necessitates legislative amendments, infrastructure 

development, and capacity building within domestic sports bodies. 

The case of Indian weightlifting illustrates the challenges and consequences of 

non-compliance with international regulations. Multiple doping violations by Indian 
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weightlifters led to sanctions from the International Weightlifting Federation (IWF), 

including fines and potential competition bans. These sanctions prompted 

comprehensive reforms in the Indian Weightlifting Federation's anti-doping programs, 

educational initiatives, and testing protocols, demonstrating how international pressure 

can drive domestic reform. 

National Sports Federations must also navigate the complex relationship between 

international technical regulations and domestic administrative laws. The application 

of international standards in areas such as athlete selection, disciplinary procedures, 

and governance must align with principles of natural justice, transparency, and 

fairness as established in Indian administrative law. This alignment requires 

sophisticated legal frameworks that acknowledge both international obligations and 

constitutional guarantees. 

The Indian courts have increasingly recognized the importance of international 

regulations in sports disputes. In Rajiv Yadav v. Athletics Federation of India (2016), 

the Delhi High Court upheld the validity of selection criteria based on international 

standards, acknowledging the federation's obligation to implement global technical 

benchmarks while ensuring procedural fairness. 

FIFA Statutes and AIFF Compliance 

Football governance in India presents a particularly instructive example of the 

interaction between international regulations and domestic implementation. The All 

India Football Federation (AIFF) operates under the auspices of FIFA (Fédération 

Internationale de Football Association) and must adhere to FIFA Statutes while 

functioning within India's legal system. 

FIFA's emphasis on the autonomy of football associations has significantly influenced 

the AIFF's governance structure and relationship with governmental authorities. 

Article 14 of the FIFA Statutes explicitly prohibits third-party interference in member 
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associations, including governmental bodies. This requirement has created tension 

with India's administrative oversight of sports federations through bodies like the 

Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports. 

The conflict became particularly apparent in 2017 when the Delhi High Court 

appointed a Committee of Administrators to oversee AIFF operations following 

governance irregularities. FIFA viewed this judicial intervention as potential 

third-party interference, threatening suspension of the AIFF's membership. The 

resulting negotiations highlighted the delicate balance between international 

compliance and domestic accountability mechanisms. 

The AIFF's compliance with FIFA's club licensing regulations has also transformed 

Indian club football, introducing professional standards for infrastructure, youth 

development, financial management, and administrative operations. The 

implementation of these international requirements has necessitated significant 

investment and structural changes in Indian football clubs, demonstrating how 

international regulations can drive domestic professionalization. 

Additionally, the FIFA Statutes' provisions regarding dispute resolution have 

influenced the AIFF's development of specialized arbitration mechanisms, including 

the AIFF Players' Status Committee and Appeal Committee. These bodies must apply 

FIFA regulations while respecting principles of natural justice and procedural fairness 

established in Indian jurisprudence, creating a hybrid legal framework that draws from 

both international and domestic sources. 

Shashank Manohar v. ICC (2019) - International Governance Impact 

The case of Shashank Manohar v. International Cricket Council (ICC) represents a 

significant example of how Indian legal principles can influence international sports 

governance. Manohar, a former BCCI president who later became ICC Chairman, 

challenged certain aspects of ICC governance reforms during his tenure, highlighting 
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the complex interplay between national legal traditions and international sports 

administration. 

The dispute centered on governance reforms that altered the power balance within the 

ICC, reducing the historical influence of traditional cricket powers, including India. 

The case illuminated how principles of administrative law, natural justice, and 

procedural fairness can transcend national boundaries to impact international sports 

organizations' operations and decision-making processes. 

The resolution of this dispute demonstrated that international sports governance is 

increasingly subject to universal legal principles regarding transparency, fairness, and 

due process. Indian legal concepts regarding administrative fairness and procedural 

justice influenced the eventual governance compromises reached within the ICC, 

showing that the flow of legal influence in sports is bidirectional rather than merely 

from international bodies to national federations. 

Moreover, the case highlighted India's evolving role in shaping international sports 

governance rather than simply complying with externally imposed standards. As 

India's economic and sporting influence grows, its legal principles and governance 

traditions are increasingly influencing international sports organizations' structures 

and operational frameworks. 

Major Events Hosting: Legal Framework 

Hosting major international sporting events requires sophisticated legal frameworks 

that address the unique challenges of large-scale competitions while aligning with 

international requirements and domestic legislation. India's experience with event 

hosting has evolved considerably, developing specialized legal approaches to meet the 

demands of global sporting competitions. 

Event Hosting Agreements 
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Event hosting agreements form the legal foundation for international competitions 

held in India, establishing the rights and responsibilities of all parties involved. These 

complex contracts define the relationship between the event owner (typically an 

international federation), the local organizing committee, governmental authorities, 

and commercial partners. 

The 2010 Commonwealth Games in Delhi represented a watershed moment in India's 

approach to hosting agreements. The multi-layered contractual framework for this 

event involved the Commonwealth Games Federation, the Indian Olympic 

Association, the Government of India, the Delhi government, and numerous 

commercial entities. This complex web of agreements highlighted the need for 

coordinated legal approaches that harmonize international requirements with domestic 

capabilities. 

Hosting agreements typically contain detailed provisions regarding venue 

specifications, broadcasting rights, intellectual property protection, security 

arrangements, and financial responsibilities. For Indian organizers, navigating these 

requirements necessitates sophisticated legal expertise that understands both 

international sporting standards and domestic legal constraints. 

The enforceability of specific hosting agreement provisions within Indian law has 

sometimes proven challenging, particularly regarding tax exemptions, currency 

restrictions, and procurement processes. The 2011 Cricket World Cup exemplified 

these challenges, requiring special governmental dispensations to fulfill International 

Cricket Council (ICC) requirements regarding tax treatment of event revenues. 

More recently, India has developed standardized approaches to hosting agreements 

that balance international requirements with domestic legal protection. The Pro 

Kabaddi League and Indian Super League have pioneered innovative contractual 
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frameworks that incorporate international best practices while addressing uniquely 

Indian legal considerations, creating templates for future events. 

Government Guarantees and Obligations 

Major international sporting events typically require substantial governmental 

guarantees that commit public resources and legislative accommodations to meet 

event requirements. These guarantees transform sporting competitions into matters of 

public policy, invoking complex questions of administrative law, fiscal responsibility, 

and governmental authority. 

The Indian government's guarantees for events like the 2010 Commonwealth Games 

and the 2017 FIFA U-17 World Cup encompassed diverse commitments, including 

infrastructure development, security provision, tax exemptions, telecommunications 

support, and visa facilitation. These guarantees often require special legislative or 

executive actions to fulfill international requirements that may exceed standard 

administrative procedures. 

The legal basis for such guarantees derives from various constitutional provisions 

regarding the central government's authority in international relations, combined with 

sports' classification as a State subject under the Constitution's Seventh Schedule. This 

constitutional arrangement necessitates complex center-state coordination mechanisms 

to fulfill hosting obligations, particularly for events spanning multiple regions. 

The implementation of governmental guarantees has occasionally faced legal 

challenges, particularly regarding procurement processes, land acquisition, and 

taxation exemptions. The Delhi High Court's interventions in Commonwealth Games 

preparations highlighted the tension between expedited event requirements and 

established legal processes for public expenditure and contracting. 
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Recent developments in India's approach to governmental guarantees show increasing 

sophistication in balancing international requirements with domestic legal protection. 

The establishment of special purpose vehicles with defined legal mandates, 

time-bound existence, and specialized powers has emerged as a preferred mechanism 

for implementing government guarantees while maintaining accountability and 

transparency. 

Immigration and Customs Facilitation 

International sporting events require specialized immigration and customs 

arrangements to accommodate athletes, officials, equipment, and media 

representatives from numerous countries. These arrangements often necessitate 

temporary modifications to standard entry procedures, creating unique legal 

challenges at the intersection of international obligations and national security 

considerations. 

India has developed increasingly sophisticated approaches to these challenges, 

creating specialized visa categories and expedited processing mechanisms for sporting 

events. The "Sports Visa" category established for the 2010 Commonwealth Games 

represented a significant innovation, providing streamlined entry for accredited 

participants while maintaining necessary security protocols. 

Customs facilitation for sporting equipment presents particular challenges, especially 

for specialized items like firearms for shooting competitions, specialized boats, or 

medical equipment. The temporary importation of such equipment requires legal 

frameworks that balance international sporting requirements with domestic regulations 

regarding restricted items, taxation, and security. 

The Information Technology Act and Customs Act amendments prior to major events 

have enabled electronic processing of participant information and equipment 

declarations, facilitating expedited entry while maintaining regulatory oversight. 
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These legislative adaptations demonstrate India's evolving approach to balancing 

facilitation with compliance in event-related immigration and customs matters. 

Recent years have seen the development of more permanent legal frameworks for 

sports-related immigration and customs facilitation rather than event-specific 

arrangements. This evolution reflects India's growing role as a regular host of 

international competitions and the need for standardized approaches that provide 

certainty for event organizers while maintaining appropriate security and regulatory 

controls. 

Special Legislation for Major Sporting Events 

Major international competitions have increasingly prompted special legislation that 

addresses the unique legal requirements of large-scale sporting events. This approach 

recognizes that existing legal frameworks may be insufficient to accommodate the 

exceptional circumstances and international obligations associated with premier 

sporting competitions. 

The Commonwealth Games Delhi Act represents India's most comprehensive example 

of event-specific legislation, creating special provisions for venue development, 

security arrangements, transportation management, and commercial protections. This 

legislation established time-bound exceptions to standard procedures while defining 

specific sunset provisions that limited these exceptional measures to the event period. 

Special event legislation typically addresses several key areas: intellectual property 

protection, ambush marketing prevention, public safety, traffic management, and 

commercial rights enforcement. These provisions create a protective legal 

environment for event properties while establishing mechanisms to fulfill host 

obligations regarding the competition experience. 
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Anti-ambush marketing provisions have become particularly important components of 

event legislation, protecting official sponsors' exclusive rights against unauthorized 

associations with the competition. The legal framework for the 2011 Cricket World 

Cup included specific prohibitions against unauthorized commercial associations with 

the event, representing an important evolution in India's approach to protecting event 

intellectual property. 

More recent approaches have moved toward omnibus sports event legislation rather 

than competition-specific acts, recognizing the inefficiency of creating new legal 

frameworks for each international event. Draft proposals for comprehensive major 

events legislation would establish standing provisions that could be activated through 

ministerial declarations, streamlining the legal preparation process while maintaining 

necessary protections. 

Sports Law Education and Development 

The emergence of sports law as a distinct legal discipline in India reflects the growing 

recognition of sports' unique legal challenges and the need for specialized expertise. 

Educational institutions, legal practitioners, and researchers are increasingly 

contributing to the development of a distinctly Indian approach to sports law that 

addresses local needs while incorporating international best practices. 

Sports Law Academic Programs in India 

Formal education in sports law has expanded significantly in recent years, with 

numerous institutions offering specialized courses, diplomas, and degree programs 

focused on the legal aspects of sports. These academic initiatives play a crucial role in 

developing the specialized expertise needed to navigate sports' complex legal 

landscape. 
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The National Law Schools have pioneered sports law education, with institutions like 

National Law School of India University (Bangalore) and National Academy of Legal 

Studies and Research (Hyderabad) offering dedicated sports law courses within their 

curricula. These programs typically combine theoretical foundations with practical 

applications, exposing students to both international sports law principles and 

uniquely Indian challenges. 

Several universities have established research centers focused specifically on sports 

law, including the Sports Law Research Centre at Symbiosis Law School and the 

Centre for Sports Law, Economics and Policy at the Jindal Global Law School. These 

centers conduct original research, organize conferences, and provide policy 

recommendations, contributing significantly to the development of sports law as an 

academic discipline in India. 

Specialized postgraduate programs have also emerged, offering focused training for 

legal professionals seeking expertise in sports-related matters. The one-year Post 

Graduate Diploma in Sports Law offered by the Indian Institute of Legal Studies 

represents an important development in specialized sports law education, providing 

comprehensive training in areas ranging from athlete representation to event 

organization. 

Industry partnerships have enhanced academic programs' practical relevance, with law 

firms, sports federations, and leagues collaborating with educational institutions to 

provide internships, guest lectures, and case studies. These collaborations help bridge 

the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application, preparing graduates 

for the actual challenges of sports legal practice. 

Specialized Legal Representation for Athletes 

The increasing professionalization of Indian sports has created growing demand for 

specialized legal representation that addresses athletes' unique needs. Athlete 
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representation has evolved from general practice law firms handling occasional sports 

matters to dedicated sports law practitioners offering comprehensive services to 

sportspersons at all career stages. 

Legal representation for contract negotiations has become particularly important as 

commercial opportunities expand across Indian sports. Specialized attorneys now 

assist athletes in negotiating complex agreements with teams, leagues, sponsors, and 

media outlets, ensuring fair compensation and appropriate protections for their clients' 

interests and images. 

Disciplinary proceedings, particularly in doping cases, represent another critical area 

requiring specialized representation. The technical complexity of anti-doping 

regulations, combined with the potentially career-ending consequences of violations, 

necessitates knowledgeable advocates who understand both the scientific aspects of 

testing and the procedural protections available to athletes. 

Retirement planning and post-career transitions also benefit from specialized legal 

guidance, helping athletes navigate issues such as pension rights, insurance claims, 

and business opportunities. This holistic approach to athlete representation recognizes 

sportspersons' unique career trajectories and financial circumstances, providing 

tailored advice for their specific situations. 

Several law firms have established dedicated sports law departments, with specialized 

attorneys focusing exclusively on sports-related matters. Firms like Krida Legal, 

Sports Law India, and the sports practice at Nishith Desai Associates have developed 

comprehensive service offerings specifically designed for athletes' needs, signaling the 

maturation of sports law as a distinct practice area. 

Sports Law Journals and Research 
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Academic publications and research initiatives have contributed significantly to the 

development of sports law as a distinct discipline in India. These scholarly efforts 

analyze existing legal frameworks, propose reforms, and document emerging trends, 

building a body of knowledge that informs both practice and policy. 

The Indian Journal of Sports Law, established in 2018, represents an important 

milestone in specialized academic publishing, providing a dedicated platform for 

scholarship focused specifically on the legal aspects of sports in India. The journal 

publishes original research, case analyses, and comparative studies, contributing to the 

development of a distinctly Indian perspective on sports law issues. 

Several mainstream legal journals, including the National Law School of India 

Review and the NUJS Law Review, have published special issues focused on sports 

law topics, bringing these discussions into broader legal academic discourse. These 

publications have addressed issues ranging from governance reforms to athlete rights, 

intellectual property in sports, and dispute resolution mechanisms. 

Research initiatives by organizations like the Sports Law and Policy Centre in 

Bangalore have produced valuable data and analysis on governance practices, athlete 

welfare, and legal challenges across Indian sports. These applied research projects 

directly influence policy development and institutional reforms while documenting 

best practices for wider dissemination. 

International collaborations have enhanced research quality and relevance, with Indian 

academics increasingly participating in global sports law networks and projects. 

Partnerships with institutions such as the International Association of Sports Law and 

the British Association for Sport and Law have facilitated knowledge exchange and 

comparative analyses that situate Indian developments within global contexts. 

Sports Law Conferences and Knowledge Exchange 
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Professional development and knowledge exchange opportunities have expanded 

significantly, creating forums for practitioners, academics, and administrators to 

discuss emerging issues and best practices. These events play a crucial role in 

disseminating expertise and building professional networks within the sports law 

community. 

The International Conference on Sports Law, organized annually by various National 

Law Universities, has become a premier forum for academic exchange on sports legal 

issues. These conferences feature presentations on emerging research, panel 

discussions with leading practitioners, and opportunities for students to engage with 

established experts in the field. 

Industry-focused events such as the FICCI Sports Summit include specialized legal 

tracks addressing practical challenges in sports administration, contract negotiation, 

and dispute resolution. These business-oriented forums highlight the commercial 

relevance of sports legal expertise while facilitating dialogue between legal 

professionals and industry stakeholders. 

Professional development workshops offered by organizations like the Sports Law 

India Foundation provide targeted training for practitioners seeking to develop 

specialized expertise. These intensive programs address specific topics such as athlete 

representation, event contracts, or intellectual property protection, offering practical 

knowledge for immediate application. 

International knowledge exchange has accelerated through visiting expert programs 

and delegation exchanges. Organizations like the Commonwealth Lawyers 

Association and the International Bar Association's Sports Law Committee have 

facilitated visits by international sports law experts to Indian institutions, sharing 

comparative perspectives and global best practices. 
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Emerging Legal Challenges in Sports 

The rapidly evolving sports landscape presents new legal challenges that require 

innovative responses from legislators, regulators, and practitioners. Technological 

developments, changing business models, and evolving social expectations are 

transforming sports' legal environment, creating both opportunities and challenges for 

all stakeholders. 

E-Sports Regulation 

The phenomenal growth of e-sports in India has created urgent legal questions 

regarding regulation, player protection, and commercial arrangements. This emerging 

sector operates at the intersection of technology law, gaming regulation, and 

traditional sports governance, creating complex legal challenges that existing 

frameworks struggle to address. 

The fundamental question of e-sports' legal classification remains unresolved, with 

significant implications for regulatory approaches. The distinction between games of 

skill and games of chance established in Indian gaming jurisprudence applies 

imperfectly to e-sports competitions, leaving stakeholders in regulatory uncertainty 

across different states with varying gambling laws. 

Player contracts in e-sports present novel challenges for legal practitioners, 

encompassing not only traditional employment considerations but also intellectual 

property issues, streaming rights, and digital avatar ownership. The absence of 

standardized contracting practices has led to significant variation in player protections 

and compensation structures, highlighting the need for industry standards and 

potential regulatory oversight. 

Tournament organization and integrity measures represent another critical area 

requiring legal attention. The online nature of many competitions presents unique 
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challenges for fair play enforcement, age verification, and protection against 

manipulation. Specialized regulations addressing these issues have begun to emerge, 

though significant gaps remain in comprehensive e-sports governance. 

Several stakeholders have proposed regulatory frameworks specifically tailored to 

e-sports, including the E-sports Players Association of India and the Esports 

Federation of India. These proposals seek to establish recognized governance 

structures while addressing issues such as player welfare, competition integrity, and 

appropriate classification of different gaming formats. 

Data Protection in Performance Analytics 

Advanced analytics and performance monitoring technologies have transformed 

athlete training and evaluation, collecting unprecedented amounts of personal data that 

raise significant legal questions regarding ownership, consent, and privacy. The 

intersection of sports performance analytics and data protection law represents an 

increasingly important area of legal practice. 

The collection of biometric data from athletes, including physiological measurements, 

movement patterns, and even genetic information, raises fundamental questions about 

appropriate consent mechanisms and data ownership. The power imbalance between 

athletes and teams/federations complicates traditional consent frameworks, potentially 

requiring enhanced protections for athletes as data subjects. 

Data sharing across organizational boundaries, particularly in team selection contexts, 

creates complex questions regarding appropriate use limitations and subject access 

rights. When multiple entities, including teams, national federations, and commercial 

partners, access athlete performance data, establishing clear responsibility for data 

protection becomes particularly challenging. 
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The international transfer of athlete data, common in global sports, faces increasing 

regulatory scrutiny under frameworks such as the European GDPR and India's 

emerging data protection legislation. Compliance with potentially conflicting 

international requirements represents a significant challenge for organizations 

operating across multiple jurisdictions. 

Several sports organizations have developed pioneering approaches to these 

challenges, including comprehensive data policies that establish clear ownership 

rights, usage limitations, and athlete consent requirements. The Indian Premier 

League's Player Data Policy represents an important step toward standardized 

approaches to performance analytics data, establishing principles that could inform 

broader regulatory frameworks. 

Technological Advancements and Regulatory Responses 

Emerging technologies are transforming sporting competitions, training 

methodologies, and fan experiences, creating novel legal challenges that require 

innovative regulatory responses. From wearable technology to artificial intelligence 

applications, technological advancement continues to outpace regulatory frameworks 

in many areas. 

The use of augmented equipment in competitions raises fundamental questions about 

fair play, equality of opportunity, and the essential nature of sporting contests. 

Regulatory bodies must establish principled approaches to determining when 

technological enhancement crosses the boundary from legitimate equipment 

improvement to unfair advantage. 

Virtual reality and augmented reality applications in sports present complex questions 

regarding intellectual property rights, particularly for digitally recreated venues, 

athlete likenesses, and competition imagery. The absence of specific legal frameworks 
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for these technologies creates uncertainty regarding appropriate licensing 

arrangements and revenue sharing models. 

Artificial intelligence applications in areas such as referee assistance, performance 

prediction, and fantasy sports create novel liability questions when decisions impact 

competitive outcomes or financial interests. Determining appropriate standards of 

care, explainability requirements, and accountability mechanisms represents a 

significant challenge for regulators and sports organizations. 

Various federations have established technology assessment committees to evaluate 

new developments and recommend appropriate regulatory responses. The Board of 

Control for Cricket in India's Technology Advisory Group represents an important 

model, combining technical expertise with legal understanding to address emerging 

challenges in a principled and consistent manner. 

Justice Lodha Committee Report Implementation Challenges 

The landmark Justice Lodha Committee Report on cricket governance reforms 

continues to present significant implementation challenges, highlighting the 

complexities of transforming entrenched administrative structures through legal 

intervention. The ongoing implementation process illustrates broader challenges in 

sports governance reform through judicial oversight. 

The Supreme Court's endorsement of the Lodha Committee recommendations created 

a mandatory implementation framework, yet practical execution has faced resistance 

and operational challenges. This implementation experience offers valuable lessons 

regarding the effectiveness of judicial interventions in sports administration and the 

balance between prescriptive reforms and organic organizational development. 

Several key reforms, including tenure limitations, conflict of interest prohibitions, and 

professional management requirements, have faced particular implementation 
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difficulties. The varying pace of compliance across state associations demonstrates the 

challenges of imposing uniform governance standards on diverse organizational 

cultures and capacities. 

The establishment of effective monitoring mechanisms for reform implementation 

represents a critical challenge, balancing the need for accountability with appropriate 

organizational autonomy. The Committee of Administrators' experience highlights the 

difficulties of external oversight bodies in effectuating sustainable change within 

complex sporting organizations. 

The cricket governance reform process has influenced reform approaches in other 

sports, with several federations proactively implementing Lodha-inspired changes to 

forestall similar judicial interventions. This demonstration effect represents an 

important indirect impact of the report, potentially catalyzing broader governance 

improvements across Indian sports. 

Sports Law Reform Agenda 

The evolution of Indian sports law continues through various reform initiatives that 

seek to address existing gaps, incorporate international best practices, and create 

frameworks suited to the country's unique sporting context. These reform efforts 

represent a critical opportunity to establish coherent, comprehensive approaches to the 

legal aspects of sports. 

Proposed National Sports Bill Evolution (2013-Present) 

The proposed National Sports Bill represents the most comprehensive attempt to 

establish a unified legal framework for Indian sports, though its evolution through 

multiple drafts without enactment highlights the challenges of sports legislation. The 
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bill's development history illustrates the competing interests and complex 

considerations involved in comprehensive sports law reform. 

The initial 2013 draft proposed significant governance reforms for National Sports 

Federations, including mandatory recognition requirements, transparency provisions, 

and athlete representation in administration. These provisions aimed to address 

longstanding governance deficiencies while aligning Indian sports administration with 

international standards. 

Subsequent drafts incorporated additional provisions regarding professional leagues, 

commercialization frameworks, and athlete welfare guarantees. These expansions 

reflected the rapidly changing commercial landscape of Indian sports and the need for 

appropriate regulatory oversight of private league structures. 

Key challenges in the legislative process have included federalism concerns regarding 

the center's role in regulating sports (a State subject under the Constitution), 

appropriate accountability mechanisms that respect organizational autonomy, and 

balancing between prescriptive standards and flexibility for sport-specific 

considerations. 

Recent consultations have produced a revised draft that addresses many stakeholder 

concerns while maintaining core governance standards. This evolution demonstrates 

the iterative nature of sports law development and the importance of inclusive 

consultation processes in crafting effective regulatory frameworks. 

Comprehensive Sports Dispute Resolution Framework 

The fragmented nature of sports dispute resolution in India has prompted calls for a 

comprehensive framework that provides accessible, specialized, and consistent 

adjudication mechanisms. Various reform proposals seek to address existing gaps in 
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dispute resolution while ensuring appropriate expertise in sports-specific 

controversies. 

The proposed Sports Tribunal of India would establish a specialized judicial body 

with exclusive jurisdiction over sports-related disputes, including selection 

controversies, disciplinary matters, and governance challenges. This centralized 

approach would help develop consistent jurisprudence while ensuring appropriate 

technical expertise in adjudication. 

Alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, particularly sport-specific arbitration, have 

received increased attention as potential complements to formal judicial processes. 

Proposals for an Indian Court of Arbitration for Sport, modeled on the international 

CAS but adapted to Indian legal traditions, represent an important potential 

development in sports dispute resolution. 

Grassroots dispute resolution through federation-level ombudspersons and grievance 

committees has also featured in reform proposals, recognizing that many controversies 

require rapid, accessible resolution at the organizational level. These mechanisms 

would provide first-instance adjudication while allowing appeals to more formal 

bodies in appropriate cases. 

The integration of these various mechanisms into a coherent, multi-level system 

represents a significant challenge for reformers. Ensuring appropriate coordination 

while respecting existing jurisdictional boundaries requires sophisticated legislative 

drafting and careful stakeholder consultation. 

Athletes' Rights Protection Act (Draft Proposal) 

Recognition of athletes' unique vulnerabilities and needs has prompted proposals for 

dedicated legislation specifically addressing sportspersons' rights and protections. 

These proposals seek to establish comprehensive safeguards that acknowledge 
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athletes' central role in sports while addressing the power imbalances inherent in many 

sporting structures. 

Draft proposals for an Athletes' Rights Protection Act would establish fundamental 

guarantees regarding fair selection procedures, disciplinary due process, commercial 

rights, and post-career support. These provisions would create enforceable 

entitlements rather than merely aspirational standards, allowing direct legal action 

when rights are violated. 

The proposed legislation would address the distinctive employment status of athletes, 

who often fall outside traditional employment protection frameworks due to their 

unique contractual arrangements and career structures. Specialized provisions 

regarding contract terms, injury protection, and career transition support would 

acknowledge sportspersons' particular vulnerabilities. 

Several provisions focus specifically on protections for child athletes, including 

educational guarantees, limitations on training demands, financial safeguards, and 

protection from exploitation. These child-specific protections acknowledge the 

particular vulnerabilities of young athletes in highly competitive environments. 

Implementation mechanisms represent a critical component of the proposed 

legislation, with suggestions including an Athletes' Rights Commission with 

investigative powers, dedicated legal aid services for sportspersons, and mandatory 

reporting requirements for sports organizations regarding athlete welfare measures. 

Sports Fraud Prevention Legislation 

The integrity of sporting competitions faces increasing threats from match-fixing, 

spot-fixing, and other manipulation attempts, highlighting the need for specific 

legislation criminalizing these activities. Various proposals seek to establish clear 

legal prohibitions and enforcement mechanisms targeting sports fraud. 
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Draft legislative proposals would create specific criminal offenses for match-fixing, 

inside information misuse, and manipulation of sporting events for gambling 

purposes. These provisions would address existing gaps in the Indian Penal Code, 

which lacks specific references to sports fraud despite its significant public harm. 

Proposed legislation would establish specialized enforcement mechanisms, including 

sports integrity units within law enforcement agencies, cooperation frameworks with 

gambling regulators, and coordination protocols with international bodies such as the 

International Olympic Committee's Integrity Unit. 

Whistleblower protection provisions feature prominently in reform proposals, 

acknowledging the critical role of insider reporting in detecting manipulation 

attempts. These protections would include confidentiality guarantees, immunity 

provisions in appropriate cases, and protection against retaliation for good-faith 

reporting. 

Preventive measures also feature in legislative proposals, including mandatory 

education programs for athletes and officials, integrity monitoring systems for 

competitions, and regulatory requirements for betting operators regarding suspicious 

activity reporting.  
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Chapter 8: Case Studies and Practical 

Applications 

BCCI Reforms Process 

Lodha Committee Recommendations 

The Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) underwent one of the most 

significant governance overhauls in global sporting history following the appointment 

of the Justice R.M. Lodha Committee by the Supreme Court of India in 2015. This 

watershed moment in Indian sports governance emerged in the aftermath of the IPL 

spot-fixing scandal that rocked Indian cricket in 2013. The Supreme Court, 

recognizing the need for systemic reforms, tasked the three-member committee 

headed by former Chief Justice of India R.M. Lodha with formulating comprehensive 

recommendations to restructure the BCCI's organizational framework and operational 

procedures. 

The Lodha Committee conducted extensive stakeholder consultations over eighteen 

months, examining international best practices and interviewing former players, 

administrators, and cricket experts. In January 2016, the committee submitted its 

landmark report containing sweeping recommendations aimed at transforming the 

BCCI into a transparent, accountable, and professionally managed organization. The 

recommendations addressed multiple dimensions of governance, including 

organizational structure, administrative processes, financial management, and ethical 

standards. 

Among the most consequential recommendations was the implementation of the "one 

state, one vote" principle to ensure equitable representation across regions, replacing 
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the historical voting pattern that had allowed certain states to exercise disproportionate 

influence. The committee also proposed age and tenure limits for office-bearers, 

mandating a maximum age of 70 years and a cumulative tenure of nine years with 

mandatory cooling-off periods between consecutive terms. This aimed to prevent the 

entrenchment of power and facilitate leadership renewal. Additionally, the committee 

recommended the separation of governance functions by distinguishing between the 

roles of elected officials and professional managers, advocating for the appointment of 

a CEO and professional management team to handle day-to-day operations while the 

elected office-bearers focused on policy decisions. 

The Lodha Committee further emphasized the need for transparent financial 

management through the establishment of independent audit mechanisms and the 

implementation of standardized procurement procedures. It also recommended the 

creation of players' associations and welfare schemes to ensure that cricketers' 

interests were adequately represented within the governance framework. These 

recommendations collectively represented a paradigm shift from the traditional 

patronage-based administrative model toward a more professionalized, transparent, 

and accountable governance structure aligned with contemporary global standards in 

sports administration. 

Supreme Court Oversight in Implementation 

The Supreme Court of India's involvement in the BCCI reforms process represents an 

unprecedented judicial intervention in sports administration, characterized by active 

monitoring and enforcement that continued for several years. Following the 

submission of the Lodha Committee report, the apex court issued a landmark 

judgment on July 18, 2016, directing the BCCI to implement the committee's 

recommendations in their entirety. This directive faced considerable resistance from 
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the cricket board, prompting the court to adopt increasingly assertive measures to 

ensure compliance. 

The Supreme Court established a Committee of Administrators (CoA) in January 

2017, headed by former Comptroller and Auditor General Vinod Rai, to oversee the 

implementation process after the BCCI leadership demonstrated reluctance to enact 

the mandated reforms. This extraordinary step effectively placed the administration of 

India's richest sporting body under court-appointed supervisors, marking an 

exceptional instance of judicial oversight in sports governance. The CoA's mandate 

included guiding the BCCI through the transition process, ensuring the 

implementation of the new constitution, and conducting elections under the reformed 

framework once substantial compliance was achieved. 

Throughout this period, the Supreme Court conducted regular hearings to monitor 

progress, issuing clarifications and modifications to address practical challenges while 

maintaining the core principles of the reforms. The court demonstrated notable 

patience but remained resolute in its commitment to seeing the reforms through to 

completion, rejecting numerous attempts by state associations and former 

administrators to dilute key provisions. This sustained judicial attention over several 

years underscored the Supreme Court's determination to fundamentally transform 

cricket administration in India. 

The court's approach balanced firmness with flexibility, allowing certain practical 

accommodations while refusing to compromise on essential governance principles. 

For instance, while it permitted some modifications to the "one state, one vote" 

principle to address historical and regional considerations, it remained unyielding on 

age and tenure restrictions and conflict of interest provisions. This calibrated approach 

reflected the court's recognition of the complex interplay between legal principles and 

practical realities in sports administration, establishing a precedent for judicial 
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intervention that respects sporting autonomy while ensuring adherence to principles of 

good governance, transparency, and public accountability. 

Constitution Amendments and Compliance 

The formulation and adoption of a new constitution marked a critical milestone in the 

BCCI reform process, embodying the governance principles recommended by the 

Lodha Committee and mandated by the Supreme Court. On August 9, 2018, after 

multiple revisions and clarifications, the Supreme Court approved the final version of 

the BCCI constitution, which represented a comprehensive governance framework 

incorporating key reform elements. This document served as the legal foundation for 

the restructured organization, with all state associations required to align their 

constitutions with this template to ensure uniformity in governance standards across 

Indian cricket. 

The implementation of the new constitutional framework necessitated extensive 

structural changes at both national and state levels. State cricket associations, many of 

which had operated under personalized management styles for decades, were required 

to redraft their constitutions, restructure their administrative bodies, and implement 

transparent electoral processes. This transition proved challenging, with varying 

degrees of resistance across different states. Some associations embraced the reforms 

proactively, recognizing the long-term benefits of improved governance structures, 

while others adopted delaying tactics, seeking exemptions and modifications to 

preserve established power structures. 

The compliance process was marked by a complex interplay of legal interpretations 

and administrative adaptations. The Committee of Administrators (CoA) developed 

detailed compliance parameters and evaluation mechanisms to assess each 

association's adherence to the constitutional requirements. This systematic approach 

involved scrutinizing the amended constitutions, verifying the implementation of 
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administrative reforms, and validating electoral processes. Associations that failed to 

meet the compliance standards faced sanctions, including funding restrictions and 

voting rights suspensions, creating strong incentives for reform implementation. 

By late 2019, after substantial compliance was achieved across most state 

associations, the Supreme Court allowed elections to be held under the new 

constitutional framework, culminating in the formation of a new BCCI leadership in 

October 2019 and the subsequent dissolution of the CoA. This transition marked the 

formal conclusion of direct judicial oversight, although the court retained supervisory 

jurisdiction to address any future compliance issues. The constitutional amendments 

thus institutionalized governance reforms, embedding principles of transparency, 

accountability, and professional management into the organizational framework of 

Indian cricket, creating a foundation for long-term governance improvements that 

extended beyond the period of active judicial intervention. 

Long-term Impact Assessment 

The long-term impact of the BCCI reform process extends far beyond organizational 

restructuring, influencing multiple dimensions of cricket governance in India and 

establishing precedents with implications for sports administration globally. From a 

governance perspective, the reforms have institutionalized principles of transparency 

and accountability through mandatory disclosure requirements, standardized financial 

reporting mechanisms, and regular independent audits. These structural changes have 

significantly reduced opacity in decision-making processes and financial management, 

creating institutional safeguards against governance failures that previously plagued 

the organization. 

The implementation of tenure limits and cooling-off periods has facilitated leadership 

renewal, breaking long-standing power monopolies and creating pathways for new 

administrative talent. This generational transition has gradually shifted organizational 
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culture toward more professional management approaches, though the process 

remains ongoing and uneven across different regions. The professionalization of 

cricket administration has been further advanced through the appointment of 

professional executives in key operational roles, separating day-to-day management 

from governance responsibilities and reducing direct political interference in 

administrative decisions. 

Perhaps most significantly, the reforms have enhanced stakeholder representation 

within governance structures, particularly for players whose interests were historically 

underrepresented. The establishment of the Indian Cricketers' Association and the 

inclusion of player representatives in decision-making bodies have created 

institutional mechanisms for incorporating player perspectives into governance 

processes. Similarly, the inclusion of women's representatives has supported the 

development of women's cricket, which has seen accelerated growth in post-reform 

years with increased resource allocation and structural support. 

While the reform implementation has faced continued challenges, including persistent 

attempts to dilute certain provisions and uneven compliance across state associations, 

the overall trajectory demonstrates substantial progress toward more professionalized 

governance. The BCCI reform process has established influential precedents for 

governance standards in Indian sports, prompting calls for similar reforms in other 

sporting bodies. Moreover, it has contributed to evolving global standards in sports 

governance by demonstrating the potential for comprehensive structural reforms, even 

in organizations with deeply entrenched traditional administrative practices. This case 

study thus offers valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities associated 

with implementing governance reforms in complex sporting organizations operating in 

contexts where traditional administrative practices intersect with emerging governance 

standards. 

 

© Bhatt & Joshi Associates 2024​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ 189 

http://www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com


​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​  

​ ​ ​  ​ ​ ​   www.bhattandjoshiassociates.com   
 

Olympic Association Governance 

IOA Suspension Period (2012-2014) 

The suspension of the Indian Olympic Association (IOA) by the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) in December 2012 represented a watershed moment in 

Indian sports governance, exposing longstanding structural deficiencies and catalyzing 

subsequent reform efforts. This unprecedented disciplinary measure was precipitated 

by the IOA's failure to comply with the Olympic Charter, particularly regarding the 

independence of the electoral process and good governance principles. The immediate 

trigger was the IOA's decision to proceed with its elections under the Indian 

government's Sports Code rather than its own constitution and the Olympic Charter, 

raising concerns about governmental interference in Olympic matters. 

The suspension had profound implications for Indian sports, extending far beyond 

administrative inconvenience. Indian athletes were barred from competing under the 

national flag at international competitions, including the 2014 Winter Olympics in 

Sochi, where they participated as Independent Olympic Participants. This national 

embarrassment on the global sporting stage generated significant public discourse 

about sports governance in India, bringing unprecedented attention to administrative 

issues that had previously remained within specialized circles. The suspension also 

resulted in the freezing of IOC funding to Indian sports development programs and 

excluded Indian representatives from participating in Olympic decision-making 

forums. 

During this suspension period, intense negotiations took place between Indian sports 

administrators, government representatives, and the IOC to address the governance 

issues that had triggered the disciplinary action. These discussions were complicated 

by divergent perspectives among stakeholders, with some IOA factions resisting 

substantial reforms while others recognized the necessity for fundamental change. The 
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Indian government, while maintaining its commitment to improving sports 

governance through the Sports Code, had to carefully navigate the delicate balance 

between advancing governance reforms and respecting the principle of sports 

autonomy emphasized by the Olympic movement. 

The suspension period thus functioned as a crucible for governance reform, forcing a 

confrontation with systemic issues that had been previously overlooked or deliberately 

avoided. It highlighted the tensions between national regulatory frameworks and 

international governance standards, between traditional administrative practices and 

emerging principles of good governance, and between the autonomy of sports 

organizations and the public accountability expectations that come with their societal 

role. This period of crisis ultimately created the conditions for substantive governance 

reforms that would have been difficult to achieve under normal circumstances, 

demonstrating how external pressure from international governing bodies can 

sometimes catalyze internal reform processes in national sports organizations. 

Governance Reforms Implementation 

The reinstatement of the Indian Olympic Association (IOA) in February 2014 

followed a comprehensive governance overhaul that addressed the fundamental 

deficiencies identified by the International Olympic Committee (IOC). This reform 

process was multifaceted, encompassing constitutional amendments, electoral 

reforms, and operational restructuring to align the organization with international 

governance standards while adapting to the Indian context. The IOA adopted a revised 

constitution that incorporated key governance principles from the Olympic Charter, 

including provisions to ensure organizational independence, transparent electoral 

processes, and ethical standards for officials. 

A central element of these reforms was the implementation of a more rigorous ethical 

framework for sports administrators. The IOA established an Ethics Commission with 
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substantial independence and authority to enforce the newly adopted Code of Ethics. 

This framework included robust conflict of interest provisions and integrity 

requirements for office-bearers, creating institutional mechanisms to address ethical 

concerns that had previously operated primarily through informal processes. 

Additionally, the reforms strengthened financial governance through enhanced 

reporting requirements, independent audit mechanisms, and standardized procurement 

procedures, significantly improving transparency in resource allocation and 

expenditure. 

The implementation process faced considerable challenges due to resistance from 

entrenched administrative interests and the complex organizational ecosystem in 

which the IOA operates. As the umbrella organization for multiple National Sports 

Federations (NSFs), the IOA had to navigate varying governance capacities and 

reform appetites across different sports. This necessitated a differentiated 

implementation approach that balanced standardization with contextual adaptation, 

allowing for phased implementation while maintaining clear minimum governance 

standards across all member federations. 

The reform implementation was supported by capacity-building initiatives designed to 

equip administrators with the knowledge and skills necessary to operate effectively 

under the new governance framework. These included training programs on financial 

management, compliance requirements, and strategic planning, developed in 

collaboration with international partners including the IOC and Olympic Solidarity. 

Through this multidimensional approach, the governance reforms gradually 

institutionalized, creating substantive improvements in administrative practices while 

preserving the distinctive characteristics of India's sporting culture. The IOA case thus 

demonstrates how international pressures can catalyze meaningful governance 

improvements when combined with appropriate capacity-building support and 

contextual adaptation strategies. 
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Sports Code Compliance Challenges 

The National Sports Development Code of India (NSCI), commonly referred to as the 

Sports Code, has been at the center of ongoing governance tensions in Indian Olympic 

sports, creating complex compliance challenges for sports organizations navigating 

between national regulatory requirements and international governance frameworks. 

Introduced in 2011 and subsequently expanded, the Sports Code establishes 

governance standards for National Sports Federations (NSFs), including provisions 

regarding age and tenure limits for officials, transparent electoral processes, financial 

accountability, and gender representation in governance structures. While these 

provisions align with global governance principles, the mandatory nature of the Code 

and its enforcement through funding mechanisms has generated persistent tensions 

regarding sports autonomy. 

The implementation of the Sports Code has been characterized by uneven compliance 

across different federations, reflecting varying governance capacities, reform 

appetites, and power dynamics within different sports. Some federations have 

proactively aligned their constitutions and operations with the Code's requirements, 

recognizing the value of enhanced governance standards for organizational legitimacy 

and effectiveness. Others have resisted compliance, citing concerns about autonomy 

interference or using legal mechanisms to delay implementation. This has resulted in a 

fragmented governance landscape where compliance standards vary significantly 

across different Olympic sports, creating regulatory inconsistencies and 

implementation challenges. 

The compliance process has been further complicated by interpretational ambiguities 

within the Sports Code itself, which contains provisions open to multiple readings. 

These ambiguities have led to numerous legal disputes, with courts called upon to 

clarify the precise requirements and application scope of specific provisions. The 

Delhi High Court, in particular, has played a significant role in shaping the 
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implementation landscape through its judgments in cases challenging various aspects 

of the Code. These judicial interpretations have gradually refined the compliance 

framework, but have also contributed to implementation delays as federations await 

definitive clarity on contested provisions. 

International dimensions add another layer of complexity to Sports Code compliance. 

International Federation (IF) requirements sometimes differ from national regulatory 

provisions, creating potential conflicts for NSFs answerable to both authorities. While 

the broad governance principles are generally aligned, specific implementation 

requirements regarding electoral processes, governance structures, or disciplinary 

mechanisms may diverge, placing federations in challenging positions. The IOA has 

attempted to mediate these tensions by developing implementation frameworks that 

satisfy both national and international requirements, but this balancing act remains an 

ongoing challenge in the Indian sports governance landscape, illustrating the complex 

interplay between national sovereignty in sports regulation and the transnational 

governance frameworks characteristic of international sports. 

Narinder Batra v. IOA (2021) - Leadership Disputes 

The leadership dispute between Narinder Batra and the Indian Olympic Association 

(IOA) that culminated in legal proceedings in 2021 exemplifies the complex 

intersection of personality-driven leadership, institutional governance mechanisms, 

and legal oversight in Indian sports administration. Dr. Narinder Batra, who served 

simultaneously as President of the IOA and the International Hockey Federation 

(FIH), faced challenges to his leadership position based on alleged procedural 

irregularities in his election and subsequent governance decisions. This high-profile 

dispute illuminated broader structural tensions within Olympic sports governance in 

India, particularly regarding the concentration of authority, institutional checks and 

balances, and compliance with governance protocols. 
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The core legal contention centered on Batra's eligibility to contest and hold the IOA 

presidency, based on his representative status within the member federation that 

nominated him. The case raised fundamental questions about electoral qualification 

requirements, the interpretation of constitutional provisions, and the procedural 

integrity of leadership transitions in sports organizations. As the dispute progressed 

through various forums, including the IOA's internal governance mechanisms and 

eventually the courts, it highlighted the limitations of self-regulation within sports 

bodies and the increasing importance of external legal oversight in resolving 

governance disputes. 

Beyond the specific legal technicalities, the dispute revealed systemic governance 

challenges within the Olympic movement in India, particularly regarding leadership 

culture and institutional resilience. The concentration of authority in individual 

leadership positions, combined with limited institutional counterbalances, created 

vulnerabilities to personality-driven administration that potentially compromised 

organizational stability and governance effectiveness. The dispute demonstrated how 

leadership transitions in sports organizations often become flashpoints for broader 

governance tensions, particularly when institutional mechanisms for resolving such 

disputes are underdeveloped or inconsistently applied. 

The court's intervention in this dispute established important precedents regarding 

judicial approaches to sports governance matters, particularly in distinguishing 

between areas requiring deference to sporting autonomy and issues warranting judicial 

oversight to ensure procedural integrity and constitutional compliance. The judgment 

emphasized the necessity of adherence to organizational constitutions and procedural 

fairness in leadership processes, reinforcing that even elected sports officials remain 

subject to organizational rules and governance frameworks. This case thus contributed 

to the evolving jurisprudence on sports governance in India, reinforcing the trend 

toward greater accountability of sports leadership while illuminating the ongoing 
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challenges in balancing organizational autonomy with good governance requirements 

in the unique context of sports administration. 

IPL Legal Framework 

Franchise Agreement Structure 

The Indian Premier League's franchise agreement structure represents a sophisticated 

legal framework that has redefined commercial relationships in cricket, establishing a 

model that has subsequently influenced franchise sports globally. At its core, the 

franchise agreement is a comprehensive legal instrument that delineates the rights, 

obligations, and relationship parameters between the BCCI as the league owner and 

the franchise entities as commercial partners. This contractual foundation establishes a 

carefully calibrated balance of centralized league control and franchise autonomy, 

creating a hybrid governance model that combines elements of American franchise 

sports with the traditional cricket administrative structure. 

The franchise agreements are characterized by their extensive scope, covering 

multiple dimensions of the commercial and operational relationship. Central to these 

agreements are the territorial rights provisions, which grant franchises exclusive 

commercial exploitation opportunities within designated geographical markets while 

reserving certain centralized rights for collective league exploitation. This territorial 

framework creates defined market spaces for franchise development while preserving 

the league's ability to pursue collective commercial opportunities, establishing a 

delicate balance between individual franchise growth and collective league 

development. 

The financial architecture embedded in these agreements is particularly noteworthy, 

establishing a distinctive revenue-sharing model that differs significantly from 

traditional cricket economies. Franchises commit to substantial upfront investments 
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through the franchise acquisition fee, followed by ongoing revenue sharing 

arrangements that distribute centralized revenues (primarily from broadcast and 

central sponsorship) while allowing franchises to retain locally generated revenues 

(including ticketing, local sponsorship, and merchandise). This financial structure 

creates incentives for both collective league growth and individual franchise 

development, while distributing financial risks between the league and franchise 

entities. 

The governance provisions within franchise agreements establish a complex 

decision-making framework that preserves BCCI's ultimate authority over core 

aspects of league governance while granting franchises influence through formal 

consultation mechanisms and representation on certain committees. This creates a 

multi-layered governance structure where strategic decisions affecting the overall 

league direction remain primarily within BCCI's control, while implementation and 

operational decisions increasingly incorporate franchise perspectives. The agreements 

also contain sophisticated dispute resolution mechanisms, including escalation 

procedures, mandatory mediation processes, and ultimately arbitration provisions, 

creating a structured framework for addressing the inevitable tensions that arise in 

such complex commercial relationships. This legal architecture has proven sufficiently 

robust to support the IPL's dramatic growth while adapting to emerging challenges, 

demonstrating the importance of sophisticated contractual foundations in modern 

sports league development. 

Player Auction System: Legal Perspective 

The Indian Premier League's player auction system constitutes a distinctive labor 

market mechanism that has generated significant legal complexities since its inception 

in 2008. From a legal perspective, this system represents a hybrid framework that 

combines elements of traditional employment contracts with specialized sporting 

provisions, creating unique regulatory challenges at the intersection of labor law, 
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contract law, and sports governance. The auction process itself operates under a 

comprehensive regulatory framework established by the BCCI, including detailed 

player categories, eligibility criteria, retention mechanisms, and bidding procedures 

that collectively structure the player acquisition process. 

The legal foundation of the player auction rests on a tripartite contractual relationship 

involving the player, the franchise, and the league. Players enter the auction after 

signing a participation agreement with the BCCI that establishes their availability and 

acceptance of the auction process. Following successful bidding, they enter into a 

standardized player contract with the acquiring franchise, which incorporates both 

league-wide terms established by the BCCI and franchise-specific terms negotiated 

within permitted parameters. This creates a complex contractual ecosystem where 

players are simultaneously subject to league regulations, franchise authority, and the 

terms of their individual contracts. 

The player auction system has raised several substantive legal questions throughout its 

evolution. These include potential restraint of trade concerns arising from limitations 

on player movement and negotiating power, particularly regarding uncapped domestic 

players in earlier seasons who faced significant restrictions on their ability to negotiate 

terms. While the system has evolved to address some of these concerns through 

mechanisms like the retention right-to-match options and minimum price guarantees, 

tensions between player autonomy and system integrity remain an ongoing area of 

legal development. 

International dimensions add further complexity to the legal framework, as the auction 

system must accommodate players subject to different national jurisdictions and 

potentially conflicting contractual obligations with national boards. This necessitates 

sophisticated conflict of laws approaches and coordination mechanisms between the 

IPL and other cricket authorities, including the No Objection Certificate (NOC) 

system that requires players to obtain permission from their national boards before 
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participating. The IPL's player auction system thus exemplifies how commercial 

sports innovations often necessitate the development of specialized legal frameworks 

that adapt traditional legal principles to the unique contexts of modern professional 

sports, creating distinctive jurisprudential developments at the intersection of 

commercial law and sports governance. 

Governance Challenges and Solutions 

The IPL's governance framework has evolved through a process of continuous 

adaptation in response to emerging challenges, creating a dynamic system that 

balances multiple competing priorities. From its inception, the league has faced the 

fundamental governance challenge of managing the inherent tension between its 

commercial objectives and its regulatory responsibilities. As both the commercial 

beneficiary of the league's success and its primary regulator, the BCCI has had to 

develop governance mechanisms that separate these potentially conflicting functions 

while maintaining necessary coordination between them. This led to the establishment 

of the IPL Governing Council as a semi-autonomous body within the BCCI structure, 

with delegated authority over league operations but remaining ultimately accountable 

to the BCCI's apex decision-making bodies. 

Transparency challenges emerged as particularly significant in the league's early 

years, with concerns regarding the opacity of decision-making processes, especially in 

areas like franchise awarding, player regulations, and commercial partnerships. These 

challenges culminated in the governance crisis of 2010 that led to significant structural 

reforms, including enhanced disclosure requirements, more formalized 

decision-making processes, and clearer accountability mechanisms. The subsequent 

governance evolution has generally emphasized progressive institutionalization, 

moving from the personality-driven governance that characterized the early years 
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toward more structured systems with clearer separation of powers and institutional 

checks and balances. 

Conflict of interest issues have represented another persistent governance challenge, 

particularly regarding the multiple roles held by key individuals across team 

ownership, BCCI administration, and commercial entities involved with the league. 

The Lodha Committee reforms specifically addressed these concerns by establishing 

more rigorous conflict of interest provisions and creating independent oversight 

mechanisms to enforce them. This has led to significant structural changes, including 

the divestment of certain commercial interests by administrators and the establishment 

of more robust disclosure requirements for all stakeholders involved in league 

governance. 

The governance solutions developed in response to these challenges have generally 

focused on three key principles: structural separation between commercial and 

regulatory functions, enhanced transparency through formalized processes and 

disclosure requirements, and independent oversight mechanisms to ensure compliance 

and accountability. While implementation remains uneven and ongoing, these 

evolutionary adaptations have gradually strengthened the league's governance 

framework, creating more resilient institutional structures capable of supporting its 

continued growth while managing the complex stakeholder relationships characteristic 

of modern professional sports leagues. The IPL thus provides an instructive case study 

in the governance challenges inherent in commercialized sports leagues and the 

potential pathways for addressing them through institutional development and 

structural reforms. 

Chennai Super Kings v. BCCI (2018) - Franchise Suspension Case 

The Chennai Super Kings (CSK) suspension case represents a landmark moment in 

IPL jurisprudence, establishing important precedents regarding franchise discipline, 
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governance standards, and judicial approaches to sports disciplinary matters. The case 

originated from allegations of betting and spot-fixing involving team officials during 

the 2013 IPL season, leading to investigations by both internal league mechanisms 

and external authorities. Following the Mudgal Committee's investigation and 

findings, the Supreme Court appointed the Justice Lodha Committee to determine 

appropriate sanctions, which ultimately recommended a two-year suspension for both 

Chennai Super Kings and Rajasthan Royals based on the misconduct of team officials. 

The legal proceedings surrounding this case raised fundamental questions about the 

attribution of liability within franchise structures, particularly regarding the extent to 

which franchises could be held responsible for the actions of their officials or 

beneficial owners. The Lodha Committee adopted an expansive approach to 

organizational responsibility, emphasizing that franchise entities had affirmative 

obligations to ensure compliance with league regulations by all associated individuals. 

This established an important legal principle of vicarious liability within sports 

franchising, whereby franchises bear responsibility for maintaining appropriate 

governance standards and oversight mechanisms regarding their officials, regardless 

of the technical corporate structures involved. 

The case also illuminated the complex intersection between contractual rights under 

the franchise agreement and broader governance imperatives within the league 

structure. While franchise agreements contained specific provisions regarding 

disciplinary processes and grounds for termination, the extraordinary intervention of 

the Supreme Court effectively superseded these contractual mechanisms, 

demonstrating that in matters of sport integrity, broader governance considerations 

could potentially override strict contractual interpretations. This established an 

important precedent regarding the limits of contractual autonomy in sports contexts 

where significant public interest considerations are involved. 
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The subsequent return of Chennai Super Kings to the IPL after serving their 

suspension illustrated another important dimension of sports disciplinary 

jurisprudence: the rehabilitative principle. Unlike permanent exclusions, the 

temporary suspension reflected a proportional approach that balanced the seriousness 

of the governance failures with the franchise's historical contributions to the league 

and the opportunity for governance remediation. This case thus contributed 

significantly to the evolving legal framework surrounding franchise discipline in 

professional sports leagues, establishing principles that continue to influence 

approaches to maintaining governance standards and integrity within commercialized 

sports competitions while recognizing the complex stakeholder relationships involved 

in franchise structures. 

Selection Disputes in National Teams 

Selection Committee Constitution Requirements 

The legal framework governing selection committees in Indian sports has evolved 

significantly through a combination of regulatory standards, judicial interpretations, 

and governance reforms across different sporting disciplines. Selection committees 

occupy a distinctive position within sports governance structures, exercising 

significant discretionary authority over athlete careers while operating within 

increasingly formalized procedural frameworks. The constitutional requirements for 

these committees have progressively developed to address concerns regarding 

expertise, independence, and procedural fairness, creating more robust institutional 

arrangements for this critical governance function. 

Compositional requirements represent a fundamental aspect of selection committee 

constitutions, with a growing emphasis on relevant domain expertise and professional 

qualifications. Contemporary standards typically require committee members to have 

specific competitive experience at defined levels, moving away from earlier 
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approaches where administrative position alone could qualify individuals for selection 

responsibilities. This evolution reflects the increasing recognition that legitimate 

selection decisions require substantial technical understanding of the sporting 

discipline and competitive context, necessitating committee compositions that 

prioritize sport-specific expertise over administrative seniority. 

Structural independence provisions have similarly evolved to address potential 

conflicts of interest and ensure that selection decisions prioritize sporting merit above 

other considerations. These provisions include restrictions on concurrent roles, 

particularly regarding coaching positions or commercial relationships that might 

compromise independent judgment, as well as procedural safeguards regarding the 

appointment and removal of committee members. Many sports have established fixed 

tenure periods with protection against arbitrary removal, creating structural conditions 

for independent decision-making insulated from immediate administrative pressures 

or external influences. 

Procedural requirements constitute another critical dimension of selection committee 

constitutions, establishing decision-making frameworks that enhance consistency and 

fairness. Contemporary standards typically mandate documented selection criteria, 

structured evaluation processes, and record-keeping requirements that create an 

administrative trail for selection decisions. These procedural elements serve both 

governance and legal purposes, enhancing decision quality through structured 

approaches while simultaneously creating documentation that enables meaningful 

review in case of disputes. The constitutional evolution of selection committees thus 

reflects a broader trend toward formalization and professionalization in sports 

governance, transforming what was historically a largely discretionary function into a 

more structured governance process subject to defined institutional parameters and 

accountability mechanisms. 

Transparent Selection Criteria 
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The development of transparent selection criteria represents a central governance 

challenge in Indian sports, with significant implications for both organizational 

legitimacy and legal defensibility of selection decisions. Selection criteria serve 

multiple governance functions: they provide guidance to athletes regarding 

performance expectations, structure committee deliberations around consistent 

parameters, and establish reviewable standards against which selection decisions can 

be evaluated. The evolution toward greater transparency in these criteria reflects 

broader governance trends emphasizing procedural fairness and accountability in 

sporting organizations. 

Contemporary best practices in selection criteria development emphasize several key 

principles. Specificity and clarity are paramount, with criteria articulated in 

sufficiently detailed terms to provide meaningful guidance to both athletes and 

selectors. Measurability features prominently in contemporary approaches, with a 

preference for objective performance metrics supplemented by structured frameworks 

for evaluating necessary subjective elements like tactical awareness or team 

compatibility. Advance publication of criteria has become increasingly standard, 

ensuring that athletes understand the evaluation parameters before the performance 

period relevant to selection decisions. Finally, stability in criteria application has 

emerged as a critical principle, requiring adherence to established criteria throughout 

selection cycles except in exceptional circumstances requiring documented 

justification. 

The implementation of transparent selection criteria faces several practical challenges 

across different sporting contexts. Technical complexities in certain sports make it 

difficult to develop comprehensive objective metrics that capture all relevant 

performance dimensions, necessitating more nuanced evaluation frameworks that 

inevitably retain some subjective elements. Team sports present particular challenges 

in balancing individual performance metrics with team combination considerations, 
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requiring sophisticated approaches that acknowledge both dimensions without 

creating undue ambiguity. Resource limitations in many National Sports Federations 

(NSFs) constrain the development of sophisticated performance monitoring systems 

that would ideally underpin selection processes, creating practical barriers to full 

implementation of best practice approaches. 

Despite these challenges, significant progress has occurred across multiple sports, 

driven by a combination of governance reforms, judicial guidance, and increasing 

athlete advocacy for more transparent processes. Sports like shooting and wrestling 

have developed particularly sophisticated selection frameworks featuring detailed 

point systems based on performance in designated competitions, creating highly 

structured approaches that minimize discretionary elements. Other sports have 

adopted hybrid models that combine objective performance thresholds with more 

structured approaches to necessary subjective evaluations, creating reasonable 

transparency while accommodating sport-specific requirements. This evolution toward 

greater transparency in selection criteria represents an important dimension of the 

broader governance modernization occurring across Indian sports, gradually aligning 

selection processes with contemporary standards of procedural fairness and 

administrative accountability. 

Judicial Approach to Selection Matters 

The Indian judiciary has developed a distinctive jurisprudential approach to sports 

selection disputes, navigating the complex terrain between respecting technical 

sporting expertise and ensuring adherence to fundamental principles of administrative 

fairness. This judicial approach has evolved significantly over recent decades, moving 

from a position of substantial deference to sporting authorities toward a more nuanced 

position that acknowledges both the specialized nature of selection decisions and the 

necessity of basic procedural protections. This evolution reflects broader 
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developments in administrative law principles as applied to the unique context of 

sports governance. 

The courts have consistently articulated a principle of limited intervention, 

emphasizing that judges lack the technical expertise to substitute their judgment for 

that of properly constituted selection committees on matters of sporting assessment. 

This principle of judicial restraint recognizes the specialized knowledge required to 

evaluate athletic performance in competitive contexts and the necessity of preserving 

reasonable discretionary space for selection authorities with relevant domain 

expertise. However, this deference has been increasingly balanced with procedural 

review to ensure that selection processes adhere to basic principles of fairness and 

rationality. 

The judicial focus has progressively shifted toward procedural dimensions rather than 

substantive outcomes, examining whether selection decisions followed established 

processes, applied declared criteria, and provided reasonable consideration to relevant 

factors. This procedural emphasis allows courts to ensure basic fairness without 

directly engaging with technical sporting judgments beyond judicial competence. 

Courts have consistently upheld the requirement for selection bodies to follow their 

own declared procedures and criteria, establishing an important principle of 

procedural legitimacy in selection governance. 

Several threshold requirements have emerged for successful selection challenges. 

Athletes must typically demonstrate that the selection decision involved a substantive 

procedural irregularity rather than merely a debatable judgment on sporting merit. 

There must generally be evidence that the irregularity potentially affected the outcome 

rather than constituting a technical violation without practical consequence. The 

athlete must typically have exhausted available internal dispute resolution 

mechanisms before seeking judicial intervention, reflecting the court's preference for 

sporting autonomy within appropriate governance parameters. These threshold 
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requirements create a balanced approach that preserves necessary deference to 

sporting expertise while ensuring basic procedural protections, establishing a 

jurisprudential framework that respects the distinctive characteristics of sports 

governance while upholding fundamental principles of administrative fairness. 

Anil Kumar v. WFI (2019) - Team Selection Judicial Review Standards 

The case of Anil Kumar v. Wrestling Federation of India (2019) represents a 

significant judicial contribution to the evolving standards for reviewing team selection 

decisions, establishing important principles regarding the scope and limitations of 

judicial intervention in technical sporting matters. The dispute arose from Anil 

Kumar's challenge to his non-selection for international competition despite his 

performance in domestic tournaments, raising fundamental questions about selection 

transparency, procedural regularity, and the appropriate balance between technical 

sporting discretion and judicial oversight. The Delhi High Court's nuanced judgment 

in this case has significantly influenced subsequent approaches to selection disputes 

across different sports. 

The court established a distinctive review framework that acknowledged both the 

necessity of respecting technical sporting judgments and the importance of ensuring 

procedural fairness in selection processes. It articulated a principle of "structured 

discretion," recognizing that while selection committees must retain appropriate space 

for expert judgment, this discretion must operate within a framework of transparent 

criteria, consistent application, and reasoned decision-making. This approach rejected 

both absolute deference to sporting authorities and expansive judicial intervention, 

instead carving out a middle ground focused on ensuring that selection discretion 

operates within appropriate procedural constraints. 

Particularly significant was the court's emphasis on the necessity of documented 

reasoning in selection decisions, especially when deviating from performance-based 
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outcomes in designated selection events. The judgment established that when 

selection committees exercise discretion to prioritize factors beyond competition 

results—such as strategic considerations, specific skill requirements for particular 

competitions, or long-term athlete development—they have an obligation to document 

this reasoning in sufficient detail to demonstrate rational connection to legitimate 

sporting objectives. This requirement for reasoned transparency significantly 

strengthened the accountability mechanisms surrounding selection decisions without 

directly interfering with the substantive sporting judgments involved. 

The case also clarified the appropriate remedies in selection disputes, emphasizing 

proportional judicial responses that respect both the athlete's procedural rights and the 

practical realities of sports administration. Rather than directly ordering selection 

changes, the court typically directed reconsideration with proper procedures and 

documented reasoning, preserving the selection committee's substantive authority 

while ensuring procedural compliance. This remedial approach has been widely 

adopted in subsequent cases, creating a jurisprudential balance that protects athletes' 

legitimate expectations regarding procedural fairness while respecting the necessary 

autonomy of sporting bodies in technical matters. The Anil Kumar case thus 

established an influential template for judicial approaches to selection disputes, 

contributing significantly to the progressive development of sports administrative law 

principles in the Indian context. 
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