THE KILLING SOCCER STORY

By Chief Bisong Etahoben

Shortly after President Paul Biya took over from President Ahmadou Ahidjo who resigned on November 6, 1982, he issued a circular instructing his ministers to be open in the administration of their various ministries by giving information to the media about the day-to-day activities of their ministerial departments. It took three years for the media to be informed of the existence of the circular. This is an idea of the very closed approach to governance by the ruling class in Cameroon and the environment under which the media in Cameroon operates.

Some time back, the Procureur-General of the Centre Region where the national institutions are based, carried out an investigation into persistent allegations of the misappropriation of funds in the Cameroon Football Federation popularly known by its French acronym FECAFOOT. After the investigation, the Procureur-General recommended the prosecution of several senior members of FECAFOOT including the president and vice president for embezzlement. Not only was the recommendation swept under the mat and nothing done about it, the report itself was never made public and remained a guarded secret until one of the frustrated magistrates who took part in the investigation leaked it to the media.

Realising the enormity of the embezzlement inside FECAFOOT and with this hindsight, I was thoroughly pricked when a young Reporter I assigned to nose around for information on any investments by former FECAFOOT President and current CAF President Issa Hayatou was viciously attacked by unknown individuals for daring to ask questions about Hayatou’s wealth. (The young man Ayuk David has since thrown in the towel and quit trying to become a journalist. The latest news I have of him is that he is somewhere in his division of origin doing farming – journalism’s loss is farming’s gain).

It is common knowledge that FIFA has virtually legalised the embezzlement of soccer funds by covering up for rogue officials and threatening national governments with suspension for asking questions about soccer management even when these questions involve the misappropriation of public funds. The brazen-faced attempt to kill the investigation cited above even before it started spurred me into deciding to undertake the leg work myself. I took this decision knowing that around the national capital where I have worked for the last twenty years, I am taken for a wizard because during the hot early days of the reintroduction of multipartyism in Cameroon, all attempts by both government and the opposition to intimidate me by all means including the drafting of witch doctors into stopping a political column I still write to date failed. The failure came about because each time I was arrested, my people (I am a traditional ruler) rose up in protest and government has since learnt to leave me alone.

But carrying out the investigation itself was not easy despite my own intimidating personality. However, officialdom in Cameroon is generally corrupt and most people who are privy to important information and documents/files can be very accommodating especially when currency rattles. For instance, in order for a staff in the state prosecutor’s office to allow me photograph part of the report (mentioned above) recommending the prosecution of FECAFOOT senior officials for embezzlement, I had to pay (bribe) him the equivalent of US$100. Even after obtaining the information, I was still subjected to intimidatory phone calls by I don’t know whom to date. In fact, my last son who had just graduated from the university almost cried his eyes out one night when he answered a phone call intended for me (as I slept) and was told to advise me to write my will because I would be dead the following day if I did not bring back some documents about the investigation I had acquired “illegally” according to the caller. 

But football is like opium to the average Cameroonian and well-meaning Cameroonians in a position to help in an investigation that could bring about the amelioration of the soccer situation in Cameroon which, has since the glorious years of the ‘90s been on a downward spiral, can always do so with much alacrity. And I borrowed a lot from the goodwill of such individuals.

Sine the publication of “KILLING SOCCER IN AFRICA”, I have been subjected to all sorts of subtle torture. My newspaper has since not received a single advertisement. It should be noted that in Cameroon, about 90% of advertisements are from government or government subsidiaries and so when you are singled out as not being a haw-haw man of government, adverts automatically stop coming your way. Even adverts I published in January 2010 before the publication of the soccer story have since not been paid for. 

Because of this lack of income, my newspaper last published in April this year and unless a miracle happens, I don’t see it hitting the streets any time soon.

Early this year when I went to the taxation office to declare my non-existent income and subsequently pay the 2011 taxes, I was told since I had not made any money for the whole of 2010, the best thing was for me to close down my newspaper. This was at the taxation office that gives quitus to businesses before they are allowed to pay their taxes. I had to protest to the highest office in the Ministry of Finance before I was eventually allowed to pay my 2011 taxes in order that my office should not be sealed. 

In March this year, while returning on foot from the post office where I went to send a registered letter to my son studying in England, I was almost crushed to death by a SUV that swerved from its own side of the road and headed directly at me. I saw it coming and had I not stepped up the pavement on time, I wouldn’t be here today talking to you.

I could not present this myself because I was not allowed to board the plane for Kyiv to attend this conference. I don’t know for sure whether government has a hand in not wanting me to leave the country.

CHIEF BISONG ETAHOBEN
