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    ‘Being a disruptor isn’t simply about doing something better than the competition; it is about creating something … that turns the market on its head and puts you at the forefront.’


    – Joanna Swash, Forbes, 15 October 2021


    ’You can want success all you want, but to get it, you can’t falter. You can’t slip, you can’t sleep. One eye open, for real, and forever.’


    – Jay-Z, Decoded (Random House, 2010)
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    Author’s note


    This biography happened because I was looking for a book about Patrice Motsepe to buy when he was named president of CAF in March 2021. I’d long wanted to know his story, and there wasn’t a biography out there.


    Disappointed and on a mission, I called Jeremy Boraine, then publisher at Jonathan Ball and a brilliant South African. He’d published Hani: A Life Too Short, the 2009 biography of the great revolutionary that my friend Beauregard Tromp and I wrote, and is the person behind many of the most outstanding books about South Africa to date. I’m most grateful to Jeremy for calmly and thoughtfully giving me the chance to write about Motsepe, and believing I could do it.


    It was tough, though, to decide how to do it. The method I knew and trusted was doing interviews myself. I was a journalist and then an editor for 26 years. But Motsepe occupies an uneven, and somehow unsettling, space. Not many people wanted to talk about him as a private person on the record, and it would’ve been unacceptable to have a series of ‘anonymous’ viewpoints, even though everyone seems to have an opinion on him. On-the-record interviews may have been possible on the subjects of Motsepe and football, business and philanthropy, but that would have left the book lopsided, with only some areas of his life covered in that way, and others not.


    On balance, it seemed research and an agglomeration of studies, reports, press conferences and existing interviews with Motsepe and others would allow me to develop my own analysis and write a biography, which we believed other people might appreciate.


    The most important question remained: would Motsepe agree to be interviewed himself? He did so towards the end of the book process, when we were already well into production and we had a date to get the book to the printers. Because of the time constraints and to underline that he did not authorise this book – which was an express wish of his – it is contained in an Epilogue in the final pages. I’m sincerely grateful for his time and input: thank you, Dr Motsepe. I believe it makes the book more insightful in every way and therefore more valuable.

  


  
    Prologue


    Patrice Motsepe isn’t a cult personality like Elon Musk, a contradictory visionary who shrugs off antagonists in tweets, or Jeff Bezos, posing in Hawaiian shirts with sunglasses and a girlfriend in a bikini. He’s not Ma Huateng, aka Pony Ma, founder, chairman and CEO of Chinese internet giant Tencent Holdings, who’s known for being a ‘shy geek’ who keeps a very low profile.


    Often gregarious, Motsepe has an independent style and spontaneity that can disarm a hostile audience. But his tendency to shoot from the hip can also lead to blunders, such as in Davos in January 2020 when he told Donald Trump, then president of the United States of America, that Africans ‘love him’. ‘Africa loves America. Africa loves you ... We want America to do well. We want you to do well.’1


    To be fair to Motsepe, a poll at that time revealed that ‘Trump was popular in Nigeria and Kenya’, and in South Africa a significant 42 percent of respondents reported ‘confidence in Mr Trump’.2 Still, it wasn’t a shining moment for the African billionaire.


    It hadn’t even been necessary for Motsepe to seize it. Trump ‘lacked … aura and respect’ and had evoked a ‘blasé reaction’3 at Davos, a place of ‘censorious self-criticism’ for capitalists. Two years previously, the American president had infamously described African countries as ‘shitholes’ and tweeted that four American congresswomen, who were not white, should ‘go back [and fix] the … crime-infested places’ they ‘originally came from’.4 (Three of the women were born in the USA; the fourth was born in Somalia and moved to the US as a child.)


    Motsepe reacted quickly to critics saying that he’d erroneously given himself the role of Africa’s spokesman. ‘I’m aware of the lively, diverse and at times emotional debate in the global media and on social media relating to my remarks to President Donald Trump at the dinner ... during the World Economic Forum,’ he noted on the Motsepe Foundation’s website. ‘The debate also exposed me to the views of Africans who disagreed with my remarks. I have a duty to listen to these differing views and would like to apologise. I do not have the right to speak on behalf of anybody except myself.’5


    Motsepe doesn’t grovel; he positions himself. A familiar aspect of that is giving credit where it’s due; another is hiring people who will stand up to him when he’s wrong.


    An astute businessman with decades of experience, his view on how to run a boardroom was revealed in August 2020 when he was overruled by the directors of his company, African Rainbow Minerals (ARM), who elected not to follow its rights in subscribing to certain shares.6 At ARM’s annual results presentation, Motsepe was asked why the company had made that decision. He answered, ‘I wanted personally to follow the … rights issue as a good thing for ARM, [but] if management’s view is different to mine, then 90% of the time I go with management because it is right. We have smart, bright people … 99.97% of the time they are right and I’m wrong.’7


    Motsepe doesn’t accept himself being unexceptional, according to his own quote: ‘You have to set high standards. I can never be satisfied with a mediocre performance.’8 A close relative of the great Bakgatla kings, his earliest recognition as a businessman came in 1999, when the World Economic Forum named him a Global Leader of Tomorrow. His many additional acknowledgements and awards include being chosen as Absa’s 2002 Entrepreneur of the Year, with Robert Emslie, managing executive of Absa Business Banking Services, saying that Motsepe had ‘created a world class company – one that competes on a global stage and that truly reflects the spirit of our country: energy, determination, perseverance, ingenuity and ubuntu’.9 He was also voted South Africa’s Business Leader of the Year by the chief executive officers of the top 100 companies in South Africa and by Ernst & Young as its Best Entrepreneur of the Year in 2002; and the Afrikaanse Handels-instituut gave Motsepe its prized MS Louw Award for Exceptional Business Achievement in 2003.


    In 2014, he received the BRICS Business Council Outstanding Leadership Award and the Harvard University Veritas Award for Excellence in Global Business and Philanthropy, and in 2017, Forbes magazine honoured Motsepe as one of its 100 Greatest Living Business Minds, while the Sunday Times gave him its Lifetime Achiever Award.


    A member of the International Business Council of the World Economic Forum, which is made up of 100 of the most influential chief executives from all industries, the billionaire isn’t a quiet figure in his favoured field.


    * * * *


    Patrice Motsepe is a son of the soil, as they say. Passionate about both the country of his birth and his fellow South Africans, he noted in 2020 that although he knew friends and colleagues who planned to leave the country, he wanted to stay and ‘work it out’. ‘I grew up in a country that was divided, (had) lots of problems and tensions and was segregated by law, [but] even at that time of legalised division, I had the privilege of seeing some of the most incredible people in this country – black people, white people and everybody else,’ he said. ‘So my view of the future of this country is based on this huge amount of support, love, encouragement, as a young, young boy, over many years, that I’ve been given by all South Africans.’10


    That ‘gift’, as he describes it, put him ahead of the curve on black economic empowerment, designed to be a feature of all companies’ ownership structures, by the time he listed ARMgold, the gold division of his company, on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange in 2002. The national integrated black economic empowerment strategy would be made an Act of Parliament the following year, in 2003.


    Known almost as much for his philanthropy as for his business nous, Motsepe credits his compatriots for inspiring this in him. In 2016, he ‘noted that there were a lot of people who had “very little in this world ... These are people who sacrifice even when knowing that they may not have a decent meal the next time. Yet they still give. These are the people who encourage us to do what we do.”’11


    It was a heartfelt tribute based on his aspirational equation, money plus ‘the confidence of black and white South Africans in the future’ equals ‘every single one of us [feeling] that this is the best place in the world to live.’12
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    A night in Rabat: The arrival of the contender


    Patrice Motsepe arrived at the Sofitel Rabat Jardin des Roses in Morocco’s capital in the early evening. It was 12 March 2021, and the world was firmly in the grip of the covid-19 pandemic.


    The luxury hotel, set in a nine-hectare urban oasis of aromatic flowers and orange trees, had a history of hosting royal guests and dignitaries, of whom Motsepe – South Africa’s first black dollar billionaire – was certainly one. Still, there would be no deferential greetings and conversations in the lobby on this occasion. The visitor strode quickly down empty marble passages lit by elegant chandeliers, to meet football executives waiting to officially announce the new president for the Confederation of African Football (CAF).


    Like many other countries reacting to the rapid and deadly spread of the virus, Morocco had declared a nationwide state of emergency in March 2020, and it remained in place. Mask-wearing in public was mandatory, there were overnight curfews, and local movement was permitted only in exceptional circumstances. Passenger air travel had been suspended – but Motsepe had access to a private jet, so he wouldn’t necessarily have had to wait for the easing of restrictions on commercial flights to enter Rabat.


    A flurry of diplomatic manoeuvres had finally enabled him and his delegation to get visas during the hard lockdown, as the embassy of Morocco in Pretoria had had to first give them the nod, as it did with all South Africans wishing to visit the kingdom.


    Conflict over the African National Congress (ANC) government’s recognition of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic, which Morocco had annexed in 1975, and the party’s apartheid-era links to the Sahrawi liberation organisation, the Polisario Front, meant there were strained relations between the countries. This had deepened when the South African Football Association (SAFA) had voted in 2018 for the USA, Canada and Mexico to host the 2026 International Federation of Association Football (FIFA) World Cup, instead of Morocco.


    Rabat had denied entry to some members of South Africa’s Kaizer Chiefs football team – a tussle that delayed their CAF Champions League match in February, a month before the CAF elective congress at which Motsepe would take up his new role.


    Securing an endorsement on his passport was but one of the intense behind-the-scenes wrangles to secure him the highest position ever held in football by a South African. Motsepe’s election would elevate Anglophone Africa for the first time since CAF’s founding in 1957. It had been a Francophone office from the get-go, preferring to promote members from north, east and central Africa. So Morocco, which had used the sport as a less aggressive way than military or political might to build its dominance in north Africa, would have also had to concede control of CAF to a country in the south. Most importantly, Mauritania, Senegal and Ivory Coast, whose countries were represented by Motsepe’s rivals – Ahmed Yahya, Augustine Senghor and Jacques Anouma – would have had to agree.


    * * * *


    A week before his visit to Rabat, Motsepe had been in the Islamic Republic of Mauritania, building hype. He was photographed there with Mauritania’s football chief Yahya, president of Senegal’s football federation Senghor, and FIFA boss Gianni Infantino. Motsepe had been wearing his 40-year-old Adidas Copa Mundial1 boots. This model, designed for the 1982 FIFA World Cup held in Spain, had become a bestseller, but Motsepe’s specific pair had special meaning: they were the ones he’d laced on back when he was a student.


    Putting on a jovial face for the press photographers and smartphone-toting fans, he’d linked arms with the other three men. Such a public display was a disruption to the established order of the CAF and FIFA, but it was of a kind Motsepe had developed over a quarter-century in business and two decades in philanthropy. Confidently representing himself, rather than having a spokesperson do his talking, was a familiar aspect of his persona; so, too, attempts at some esprit de corps.


    It was also a good-humoured shield for the drama going on behind the scenes. Having ‘lurched from disaster to disaster’ since 2018, when it was ‘on the verge of a total meltdown’, CAF had effectively been under the management of FIFA since June 2019.2


    That was unprecedented. FIFA had always had a hands-off approach to football’s six regional confederations,3 even if it could ‘take control’ if one of the 211 member associations – which it supports financially and logistically around the world – should ‘run into trouble’. But CAF’s Madagascan president Ahmad Ahmad was facing ‘a torrent of allegations of wrongdoing, ranging from financial mismanagement to sexual harassment’,4 and that gave FIFA a way in.


    The Swiss attorney-general was investigating several cases of corruption at the global federation at the time, and some experts felt that FIFA’s task at CAF may thus have been to deliver ‘a massive slap in the face of African football’ because CAF’s own structures should have had ‘the power to solve the problems of African football’.5 It appeared that FIFA didn’t trust CAF to do its own job.


    Angry Afrophile media said clean and committed football administrators on the continent were now also being patronised, with CAF ‘treated like … [an] errant child by FIFA, allowed to soil itself and run around with the stench all day while what it really needs is a diaper change and the sacking of the nanny’. Painful pasts came back to the fore, with critics saying ‘the white people in FIFA … tell each other, “That’s just how Africans are!”’6


    The picture of African football failing was, however, out there, perhaps cut to fit an unpleasant picture which could only be reframed by FIFA under Infantino. By the end of 2020, when applications opened for a new CAF president, it was obvious that the old way of doing things at its headquarters in Cairo was over.


    SAFA announced Motsepe’s surprise candidacy in November 2020, at the same time as Yahya and Côte d’Ivoire football federation honorary president Jacques Anouma were endorsed. Senghor was the last to throw his hat into the ring, soon after.


    Senghor looked like a favourite to win. Then Yahya. It vacillated, while all the drama was taking place around Ahmad in the background.


    Motsepe jumped straight in, setting out on an exhausting itinerary to gather support which culminated in the launch of his ten-point plan for CAF at a press conference in Sandton, Johannesburg, on 25 February 2021. ‘African football must become the best in the world,’ Motsepe said there. ‘It won’t happen overnight, but that is the test of what we are going to do over the next few years. For me, the test is what the results are going to be.’7


    Motsepe had worked hard at bedding down his Africa-first agenda. He’d been to Egypt twice to meet the federation’s executive and toured extensively to introduce himself to Africa’s football bosses individually over six weeks. In January 2021, he’d met the game’s top administrators in Benin, Ghana, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria and Togo, before travelling to Cameroon, where he spent a few days in the company of most of the 54 African football association presidents who were gathered there for discussions about the continent’s most prestigious prize, the Africa Cup of Nations.


    The presidents of the member associations of the Council of Southern Africa Football Associations (COSAFA)8 were the first to get behind him publicly, at COSAFA’s annual general meeting in January 2021, in Johannesburg, at which Infantino was present. ‘Dr Motsepe is our candidate and we endorse him fully,’ said president Phillip Chiyangwa, a Zimbabwean property mogul and former boxing promoter. ‘We believe he has the right mix of business acumen and connections in the corporate world to lead CAF through what will be a difficult period in the coming years. The name of Dr Motsepe is synonymous with good governance and integrity, and he is the perfect candidate.’9


    Motsepe also had the backing of Congolese businessman and politician Moïse Katumbi, who owned big Kinshasa club TP Mazembe, and of Nigerian football association president Amaju Pinnick, who was a member of the CAF executive committee and a FIFA council member. Both had substantial influence in African football. Katumbi had noted that back in 2015 he and Motsepe had discussed ‘how people can become interested to sponsor soccer in Africa … [We] were saying let’s find a way for people to bring money to African football’,10 while Pinnick – who had, together with Infantino, also propelled the previous president, Ahmad, into power in 2017 – described Motsepe as ‘a totally new person, a breath of fresh air’.11


    In February 2021, Motsepe moved on to Qatar for the FIFA Club World Cup (which is unrelated to the World Cup; they’re different competitions, one involving clubs, the other nations), to which all the global organisation’s member associations’ presidents had been invited. Egyptian champions Al Ahly were in contention, but Motsepe was there less to watch the games than to create ties for Africa with international administrators.


    * * * *


    It wasn’t only the presidential candidates who were campaigning around Africa. Gianni Infantino – whom Forbes called ‘the most powerful man in sport’12 in its ‘newcomers’ list in 2018 – was also travelling around the continent, assessing which country, which national football association and which individuals would deliver his FIFA-friendly agenda.


    It seems that by the time Motsepe’s España ’82 boots had their moment on that field, Infantino had convinced Motsepe’s rivals to withdraw their bids. Although it has never been made public exactly why Motsepe ultimately pipped the others at the post, what is known is that CAF had a deficit of nearly R175 million in cash flow and a R640-million-plus loss in cash reserves, while Motsepe was worth an estimated R40 billion, his Pretoria-based football club, Mamelodi Sundowns, was valued at around R300 million and his family’s Motsepe Foundation – and the companies in which he had a stake – could afford to donate R1 billion to help save lives during the covid-19 epidemic in South Africa.13


    Motsepe certainly hadn’t volunteered for the CAF job. By the account of SAFA president Danny Jordaan, he’d approached Motsepe to stand only a few days before the closing date for applications, and he hadn’t exactly received an enthusiastic reception. ‘He asked me if [I] would ask a professor of a university to become the principal of a primary school,’ Jordaan told the media,14 indicating the poor reputation of CAF in terms of governance, debt and in-fighting.


    Motsepe corroborated Jordaan’s anecdote at the launch of his manifesto, saying that he’d been asked several times to run for the CAF presidency and had turned down the request flat, as he was at the stage of his life where he was enjoying ‘the work of my philanthropy’, and that the problem was that ‘when I focus on doing something, it requires a lot of hard work, sacrifice, and more importantly, tangible progress’. Describing his love for African football as ‘stupid’, he added, ‘There is no one in Africa who has lost more money in football than I have.’15


    Jordaan had evidently had to get tough on Motsepe in order to persuade him to run, telling the billionaire, ‘The principal of this primary school is recognised throughout the world – if you land in any country, the head of the country will want to see the principal of this primary school. It is a job with significant importance on the African continent.’16


    It was a good gambit. While Motsepe’s businesses had made him an ultra-high-net-worth individual in Africa, that wasn’t so much the case globally, as his ‘world’s richest’ ranking had fallen 75 places between January 2020 and January 2021 to number 1 050, although his fortune had changed very little. With increasing interests on the African continent and a growing profile at the World Economic Forum,17 Motsepe would vastly expand his reach if he had success in turning around CAF and making inroads at FIFA.


    Jordaan’s presentation of Motsepe as SAFA’s choice took perfect advantage of CAF’s perilous financial position and poor image. At that juncture, what it desperately needed was a presidential contender with their own money who didn’t need access to its coffers, and for that, it required an unentitled individual – an outsider, essentially – who was also excited to bring ideas.
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    The dazzle and the dark side: Taking the reins at CAF


    Gianni Infantino was in Rabat when Patrice Motsepe arrived for the formal CAF presidential handover on 12 March 2021. The FIFA chief couldn’t do much of the razzmatazz, however, as the crackle of concern about the election process had had to be stifled before it turned into a fire. Infantino needed to tread carefully around CAF’s member associations to ensure himself a third term at the world governing body in 2023.


    For the ten days before CAF’s elective conference, things had been tense. Reports said the FIFA president had invited Yahya, Senghor and Anouma to meet with him and some advisors in Morocco on the last weekend of February 2021 in a first such gathering ahead of a presidential election.1 It was unprecedented to decide on a winner beforehand in that way.


    Nonetheless, it was quickly understood that an agreement was reached there with Yahya and Senghor that Motsepe would take centre-stage. Anouma was, however, not on board – he described the process as ‘not too democratic’.2


    As the clock started to wind down, the candidates returned to their countries for consultations, expected to meet on the upcoming weekend in Nouakchott, Mauritania, to finalise the outcome. If Anouma continued to fight against it, it would be a two-horse race. But Anouma appeared to lack the unequivocal backing of enough football administrators, and politicians in his home country, and in the end he decided or was persuaded to stand down.


    Visibly delighted, Infantino then announced the deal under which Motsepe would become president for a five-year term, at a conference on 7 March at the Palais des Congrès in Nouakchott, where the African under-20 football championships were being hosted by Yahya. Senghor would be Motsepe’s first vice-president, Yahya the second vice-president, and Anouma a ‘special advisor’.


    Infantino said that ‘the agreement obtained by the candidates [was] a strong signal for Africa’, and that Motsepe would lead CAF with a ‘common program’ built from the campaign manifestos of all four.3 But the plan ‘for uniting the disparate interests within the continent’s football administration’ was rapidly met with derision as ‘a uniquely African one: section out more pie slices’ – CAF would now have five vice-presidents, as opposed to the former allotment of three, which was rightly flagged as a minus for Motsepe.4


    * * * *


    When the formal CAF handover was done in Morocco, Motsepe instantly became one of the most powerful figures in the world’s most popular sport. Importantly, the president of CAF automatically becomes a vice-president of FIFA, football’s global governing body, and this role would immediately redefine the man who’d been a disruptor in South African football, business and philanthropy, and even looked to become one in South African politics.


    The advent of television and marketing rights and the unprecedented global obsession with football had spurred FIFA’s evolution from a tiny amateur operation in 1904 into a multibillion-dollar industry and the guardian of the game. Motsepe could potentially take the opportunity to run for office as its president in the future if he could navigate multiple political hurdles, and traps set by rivals who would need him to fail so that they could rise.


    But first, using his network and his influence, Motsepe would be expected to at least double the revenue of CAF and begin to fix its reputation.


    When Fouzi Lekjaa, the chairman of the CAF finance committee, had presented CAF’s financial situation in January 2021, he’d noted that the reserves were healthier, although it was mooted that these could have been bulked up by a large sum from the FIFA Forward account.5


    It was easier for Lekjaa to explain why there was more than R350 million missing in commercial income compared to the previous year. That was a result of the cancellation of a broadcasting and marketing agreement CAF had had with French media company Lagardère under Ahmad, who had made a ‘deal to sell CAF’s TV rights ... for $1 billion [more than R15 billion] over 12 years, a 10-fold increase on the previous deal’.6


    The federation had been forced to cancel the contract, which had been set to run until 2028, after separate court judgments ruled there hadn’t been a tender process. The cancellation happened around the same time as Ahmad was handed a five-year ban (reduced to two years on appeal) by FIFA after being found guilty of misusing finances for his own benefit.


    A result of the cancellation of the Lagardère broadcasting agreement was a broadcasting blackout on Africa’s biggest pay-TV channel, SuperSport. This was a huge problem. Africans hadn’t been able to watch African football since November 2019, and ending that disaster was one of the most notable promises on Motsepe’s CAF manifesto. It was something on which he’d have to move quickly. Without the big African football tournaments being broadcast continentally, African fans were turning more and more to European and English football, and millions upon millions of dollars in potential revenue for CAF were being lost to the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) – and FIFA.7


    Motsepe addressed the financial crunch at CAF as soon as he could, asking, ‘Do we have to cut or must we invest? The way to get yourself out of trouble is not necessarily cutting until you can cut no more and get to the bone. The recognised strategy around the world is to grow. Look at the budget we have at CAF. You can’t keep cutting and cutting. We will reorganise and reposition.’ But, he warned, the significant benefits would ‘take some time – they don’t happen overnight.’8


    * * * *


    The so-called Moroccan protocol that saw Motsepe become president was quickly and warmly welcomed by, among others, Paul Kagame, president of Rwanda, when Kagame hosted the CAF executive committee meeting in May 2021 in Kigali. Infantino was also present.


    Kagame heralded ‘the new mindset that is supporting African football to achieve its aims’ and said the new CAF leadership was ‘a badge of honour for us’. ‘The two brothers [Motsepe and Infantino] I am sitting with here, I have known for a long time, and our minds are synchronised on what to do for sport, for football. I have enjoyed working with them, and we are a family.’9


    Controversial Zambian icon Kalusha Bwalya,10 president of his country’s football association from 2008 to 2016 and the most successful player in its history, was another Motsepe supporter, pointing out that CAF needed ‘visionary leadership with an emphasis on strong teamwork, and at this moment if anyone can do that, with the right people around him, it is Motsepe’.11


    South African football legend Jomo Sono publicly applauded Motsepe, too, saying that ‘you can see that he loves the game’. ‘I think he will [perform] better than all former presidents. We just hope by the time his term ends [in 2026], he would have restructured African football. Look at what he’s turned [his championship-winning South Africa football team] Mamelodi Sundowns into today. It’s difficult to compete with Sundowns in South Africa, and even in Africa.’12


    Accomplished international sports administrator South African lawyer Norman Arendse said there was ‘much to admire’ about the new CAF chief. ‘He commands great respect and ticks all the boxes. His appointment is a masterstroke by SAFA and FIFA.’13


    Those who were drawn to the dazzle of Motsepe taking the seat in Cairo described him as ‘oozing class from every pore’, ‘a self-made man … close to power’, ‘a leader with impeccable credentials and … endless influence across the spectrum’ and ‘synonymous with success and wealth’.


    The darker opinion, that there could be some sort of dual leadership between Motsepe and Infantino at CAF if Motsepe was ‘indebted’ and perhaps expected to ‘repay [Infantino] at some point’,14 wasn’t held by most of those who’d dealt with Motsepe in business and football, and knew what CAF was getting: an unflinching straight-shooter. If Motsepe saw no point in pursuing something – a project, a conversation – he wouldn’t give it his time. If he was angry, he showed it; and if he felt the need to celebrate, he had no qualms about doing that in public.


    Motsepe had repeatedly shown he wasn’t insecure about the expertise of people he chose for key positions, and that was part of a self-belief that some took for conceit. Yet no one would have been as hyper-aware of the steep learning curve represented by CAF than Motsepe himself. He was only going to have one chance to get it right.


    There were two key perceptions at play about his new job. The first was that he could ‘expect to have more freedom to implement whatever changes he [saw] fit’ at CAF, as he was ‘taking charge of the confederation at a difficult time in its history’.15 The other was that he would be a lackey of Infantino. That would likely be proved wrong, even if only in the longer term: Motsepe tends to wait to make what he believes will be his best impact.


    When he was in the spotlight for his first address as the incoming president at that conference in March in Nouakchott, Motsepe had strongly pushed a pan-African agenda. ‘African football needs collective wisdom, but also the exceptional talent and wisdom of every president of every country and every member association. That’s what gives me confidence … The commitment to improve and continue to invest is there, and the governance transparency is an excellent foundation.’16


    * * * *


    It was more than a month after his election in Rabat, in April 2021, that Motsepe officially arrived at the CAF headquarters in Cairo with his Congo-born general-secretary, Véron Mosengo-Omba, who’d been the subject of contention due to his Swiss citizenship. The pair were accompanied on their first day there by FIFA council member Hany Abo Rida, a former Egyptian Football Association president, and they met the rest of the staff before a boardroom sit-down with CAF’s senior managers.


    Motsepe encouraged the federation’s executives ‘to come with pride and without any uncertainty’. ‘Real success takes time to happen, and you are real leaders. Success is built on trust. We are going to be successful, and we will be judged on our results.’ He told the staff it was ‘essential [that they] all shared the ambition to make African football more competitive at the global level’.17


    Motsepe addressed disputatious comments around Mosengo-Omba, saying his general-secretary was the ‘right person’ with the expertise ‘to give the administration the necessary impetus’.18 But Mosengo-Omba’s Swiss passport wasn’t the only cause of controversy. His previous designation was as chief officer of FIFA’s member associations based in FIFA’s headquarters in Geneva with Infantino; he and Infantino had known each other since they were law students together in Germany in the 1980s. That closeness between the two men was highlighted against concerns about FIFA getting too enmeshed in the business of CAF.


    Yet Mosengo-Omba had the relevant experience: he’d interacted with not just most African football association heads‚ but most in the world. And for Motsepe, his general-secretary’s nationality wasn’t an issue. Referring to Africans ‘who are what I call part of the diaspora,’ Motsepe said ‘that many of those I’ve met‚ even those whose parents left and they grew up in Europe or America‚ have a deep emotional bond with Africa. We need them. For me, it [is] important to send a message … that in Véron we have got world-class material. Véron loves Africa deeply.’19


    Motsepe pledged that he would ‘keep looking for some of the best‚ smartest Africans‚ whether they are in China or Japan,’20 but insisted he needed ‘results’. This echoed how he’d staffed the executive of his mining companies and then his equity investment vehicles: his priority was appointing people who could ‘hit the ground running’.21


    He told the CAF staff in Cairo, ‘We must keep the promises we made to the football community, and I know we will leave a great legacy for this continent. Today I am delighted to be here, and I need people who will do a good job. There is a lot to do, and we need you to give 100%’.22


    Indeed, Motsepe himself hadn’t been idle over the preceding months. By the time he and Mosengo-Omba were welcomed at the building in 6 October City, Cairo, they’d already started work. That continued.


    Motsepe joined dignitaries on 28 April for the draw of the FIFA Arab Cup Qatar at the Katara Opera House in Doha, where he had talks with Asian Football Confederation president Salman bin Ibrahim Al Khalifa. Another major mission was a visit to Kinshasa which involved a beloved project, a football competition for children; and once that was signed off by the Democratic Republic of Congo’s minister of sports and recreation, Marcel Amos Mbayo Kitenge, Motsepe paid a courtesy visit to the country’s president, Felix Tshisekedi, who was also the African Union president for 2021. Motsepe would go on to meet President George Weah of Liberia, President Julius Maada Bio of Sierra Leone, President Macky Sall of Senegal and President Alassane Ouattara of Côte d’Ivoire over just a few weeks.


    It was on this last stop, in Abidjan in May 2021, that Motsepe announced that the Motsepe Foundation was donating R145 million to the FIFA-CAF Pan-African School Football Championship. Children aged 12 to 15 would be eligible to join the continental event, taking place in 2022/23. This was Motsepe’s first personal gift made publicly to the confederation as CAF president. ‘The best investment we can make to ensure that African football is amongst the best in the world and self-sustaining is to invest in schools’ football and youth football development infrastructure for boys and girls at club and national level,’ he said.23


    The Motsepe Foundation had long been running such a venture in South Africa by way of the Kay Motsepe Schools Football Cup, inaugurated in 2004, which was named after Motsepe’s mother. It was the biggest tournament of its kind in South Africa, with more than 5 000 public, private and independent high schools taking part every year. There was a grand prize of R1 million for the winners, and R600 000, R500 000 and R400 000 for the second, third and fourth placed, and the payouts were designed especially for development of schools’ infrastructure.24


    Motsepe and Mosengo-Omba then attended the 45th UEFA congress in Montreux, Switzerland, where Motsepe discussed collaborations between CAF and UEFA with his European counterpart, Aleksander Čeferin, a Slovenian lawyer who’d been a football administrator in his home country. This marked a heightened presence for Africa at football’s European ‘parliament’.


    * * * *


    The CAF staff in Cairo would also soon feel the presence of its new executive. During the night of 24 May, claimed one report, some 15 employees were informed by email that they had been let go, the recipients all having received the same cryptic message: ‘Your mission at CAF is over. Don’t come to headquarters anymore. You will receive your salary for the month of June.’25


    Among those who lost their jobs were ‘strategic’ role-players, such as the human resources head, a long-time finance department head, the director of information and technology, and the legal director. Ahmad’s former advisor and his assistant were also axed, while the commercial director ‘chose to resign’. ‘An internal source’ alleged it wasn’t about cruelty from management ‘occurring on a daily basis’, but that there was ‘little communication between [Mosengo-Omba] and the various departments, [and] many unanswered emails and blocked projects, with a very peculiar atmosphere which generated a lot of stress’.26


    FIFA’s influence at CAF was again alluded to, although it wasn’t specifically stated that Motsepe was even aware of what some staff felt was that ‘peculiar atmosphere’ at the offices.


    While this relative upheaval was going on in Cairo, Motsepe’s diary was filling up to extend CAF’s reach internationally and ‘even during a global pandemic, [he] maintained a penchant for globe-trotting’, attending the congress of the Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football (CONCACAF) in Miami, the Copa América final in Rio de Janeiro, and the Euro 2020 final in London in July, and the CONCACAF Gold Cup final in Las Vegas and the Olympic football tournament in Tokyo in August. But the focus remained on Africa, and tensions that had been simmering for some time.


    In October, Ghana Football Association president Kurt Okraku welcomed Motsepe at a press conference in Accra, where Motsepe was enthusiastic about prospects for the continent. ‘Ghana has produced some of the best footballers in the world. This country has the talent and resources to produce a national team that can win the [Africa Cup of Nations], but also win a World Cup,’ he said. ‘We must stop being excessively pessimistic and negative [about the World Cup]; there is no continent that has succeeded by dwelling on its failures. An African team must win ... in the near future.’27


    But the mood wasn’t as jovial a month later when Okraku was sending a message to the CAF president about neutrality. This came after SAFA made allegations about dirty tricks and laid a formal complaint with FIFA over a qualifier for Qatar 2022 in Ghana, during which Bafana Bafana were ousted by their hosts. The ignominious 1-0 loss had left South Africans broken-hearted, and SAFA had initially refused to accept that the national team was out, claiming there might have been match-fixing related to decisions by Senegalese referee Maguette N’Diaye.


    The Ghana Football Association was every bit as fiery, insisting nothing of the sort had happened, and sending its own eight-page letter to FIFA, decrying SAFA’s complaint as ‘a hoax’.28 Okraku was said to not be expecting the CAF president to take sides in the ongoing matter, ‘despite his nationality’. ‘Motsepe is the president of CAF and not the president of SAFA. He doesn’t call the shots as SAFA. We voted for Motsepe to represent a truly democratic African Confederation Football and not to take sides.’29


    It was a crucial moment for Motsepe, whose CAF presidency of course went hand-in-hand with his senior role at FIFA. He had to strike a balance, which could be a bit of a tightrope-walk for a man who didn’t carry a script. Perhaps it was no surprise then that, when FIFA was in the process of deliberating SAFA’s complaint, Motsepe ‘sensationally waded in on the standard of referees’ after four Ghanaian referees were suspended with multiple complaints lodged against them.


    Speaking at a CAF general assembly in Cairo in November 2021, Motsepe noted that ‘Africa has got good referees, we’ve got world-class referees. We’ve also got referees who are not so good. Then we’ve also got referees who are even further from not so good, but they all try. We want to train them, and also pay them good money and look after them so that they can make a career out of being referees.’30


    Ten days after it laid its complaint, SAFA was told its protest was inadmissible. Bafana Bafana wouldn’t be at the World Cup.


    SAFA had other problems, too, with the DStv Premiership plagued by high-profile errors by match officials.


    It was a pivotal moment for Motsepe, who would surely not want to get caught up between his home country’s football advancement and the global governance organisation’s rules.


    He would have to hone his diplomatic skills.
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    The birth of the Brazilians: How Sundowns was made


    Motsepe had grown up in the stands and out on the fields as a boy, squeezing into buses for road trips to matches. He’d wanted to own Sundowns football club for a long time, perhaps from when, as a ‘little boy, he would pester his … dad, ABC Motsepe, to part with money for the lot of them to travel by suburban train to Marabastad to watch Pretoria Sundowns’.1


    Motsepe recalled that when he was at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in the late 1980s, ‘I used to say … that one day I will own a soccer club. You must remember, at that time I didn’t even have five cents in my pocket. I had no money’.2


    In 2003, he bought a 51 percent share in Sundowns, but Motsepe really got his wish when he took total control of the club the following year by buying the remaining shares.


    As soon as he’d bought the club, there were rumours that he would serve on the board of SAFA. Irritated, Motsepe dismissed them. Tussles over how to fund football in South Africa threatened to become an immediate distraction and he still had significant business goals unrelated to the sport. He refused to get involved publicly in the association’s messy politics – a conviction extended even towards the media. Motsepe would talk about Sundowns-related matters at press conferences he called, but he controlled the space.


    Motsepe’s ambitions for his club were greater even than those of its previous owners: pioneering Mamelodi doctors Motsiri Itsweng and Bonnie Sebotshane; the crooked tycoon Zola Mahobe; casino and skin-whitening cream magnates Solly and Abe Krok; and formidable husband-and-wife duo Angelo and Anastasia Tsichlas.


    * * * *


    Pretoria Sundowns had been created with fervour as an amateur outfit in the 1940s, and revived with even more enthusiasm by young football fans Frank Motsepe, a relative of Patrice, Ingle Singh, Roy Fischer and Bernard ‘Dancing Shoes’ Hartze in 1964.


    The club had made its debut as a professional team under the South African Soccer Federation, sharing a dusty base at the Muslim Grounds in Marabastad, central Pretoria, with a cricket oval, and its dressing room – a rare thing – with cricketers. Encouraged by Sundowns pioneer and early director Joseph ‘Fish’ Kekana, Itsweng and Sebotshane moved the club to the township of Mamelodi, their neighbourhood, after securing it in 1970.


    As a backdrop to this, world football had by that time mobilised against the apartheid regime, although it had been an erratic process. CAF had acted first, expelling South Africa in 1960.3


    In 1976, an agonising year in South African history, there was still beauty in a boot that could shave a mud spatter off a ball – and Motsepe, who was 14 years old in a football-mad family, would have cheered that level of skill.


    In a most memorable game of the time, the people got five razor-sharp goals – 5-0 for a South African ‘International XI’ against a morally bust South American side. Kaizer Chiefs star Pule ‘Ace’ Ntsoelengoe’s attack on the Argentine Stars opened the scoring. Then came another four goals pounded in by Orlando Pirates hero Jomo Sono in front of 30 000 spectators segregated in the stands at Rand Stadium – whites occupied the western and northern seats; black fans got the sun-facing southern and eastern blocks.


    Many gathered outside to hear the roars in the Johannesburg suburb of Rosettenville, which was packed with Portuguese ‘retornados’ from Mozambique who’d fled after Lisbon’s Carnation Revolution of the previous year. They loved Sono the way they loved Eusébio, their compatriot from Lourenço Marques. Both were Africans to rival Brazil’s Pelé, the Netherlands’ Johan Cruyff and Germany’s Franz Beckenbauer.


    That match between South Africa and Argentina, wangled to try to satisfy FIFA, featured the first-ever team of black and white footballers after the apartheid regime had slightly pushed the boundaries of its sports policy from 1971. The international governing body had wanted South Africa excluded completely from international pitches, and so the chummy face of Pretoria, sports minister Piet Koornhof, coined the term ‘multi-nationalism’ to hedge the bets of the government. Black, white, Indian and coloured soccer sides could compete, but not in integrated teams. White sides mostly won such encounters.


    FIFA wasn’t fooled and kept up the pressure until eventually Koornhof relented momentarily and roped in General Motors as sponsors for that big ‘international’ game in March 1976. But all the show was on the field. Black supporters could attend, of course, but they couldn’t sit with or have a drink with white supporters after the South African victory. The players weren’t officially able to celebrate together either. The Sabotage Act, the 180-Day Detention Law, the Group Areas Act and the Suppression of Communism Act covered a range of illegal contact that even FIFA couldn’t strike down.


    Jubilance went on into the night anyway, lovers of the game rejoicing from city to village, one such being Mmakau outside the capital, Pretoria, where the Motsepe family closely followed the careers of the football superstars – Orlando Pirates’ Malawian goalkeeper Patson ‘Kamuzu’ Banda and his opposite number, Motsau Joseph ‘Banks’ Setlhodi at Kaizer Chiefs, Amos ‘Shuffle’ Mkhari, Abednigo ‘Shaka’ Ngcobo, Lucky Stylianou and many more.


    Motsepe’s father ABC always had a special interest in Sono, a fondness probably with its roots in time gone by when ABC was a teacher at Orlando High School and Sono a student. (The school produced other illustrious soccer alumni, including Kaizer Motaung, Irvin Khoza and Ephraim ‘Shakes’ Mashaba.) A young Patrice must have also heard impassioned discussions about Pretoria Callies, Arcadia Shepherds and Pretoria Sundowns.


    A teenager when the Soweto Uprising happened, Patrice would have internalised the brutality enacted on black people, including black footballers. One of those was Kaizer Chiefs captain Ariel ‘Pro’ Kgongoane, who was killed on 16 June 1976. ‘Though agile in the field of play, the midfielder could not duck a police bullet which hit him on the head.’ He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. ‘He died on the spot.’4 The skipper’s black granite tombstone was engraved with the team’s logo.


    A few months later, football’s most admired hype man, Ewert ‘The Lip’ Nene, known for his fast-talking style and habit of driving around with a loudhailer to publicise matches, was murdered by thugs during a transfer deal for Chiefs with the parents of the young talent, Nelson ‘Teenage’ Dladla, in a township outside Johannesburg. It was Nene’s flourish and daring that had given rise to the club being known as the ‘glamour boys’.


    There were also incalculable losses to international football competition as the regime was intensifying its white supremacy, and therefore still refused to field a united South African team that could have taken on the world’s best.


    The FIFA Congress in Montreal in 1976 finally decided on the total expulsion of the Football Association of South Africa, six years after the Olympic movement had thrown the country out.


    Continued racism at home and FIFA’s decision meant the greats like Ntsoelengoe and Sono had to play abroad. Ntsoelengoe would tally 87 goals in 244 games in the North American Soccer League where he played during the local off-season for the Miami Toros, the Denver Dynamos, the Minnesota Kicks and the Toronto Blizzard over 11 seasons. That put him in the North American all-time top 10, while he scored around 250 goals over 17 years with Kaizer Chiefs.


    Sono, ‘the Black Prince’, scored more than 200 goals in a playing career that would include Pirates, the New York Cosmos, the Colorado Caribous, the Atlanta Chiefs, and the Blizzard alongside Ntsoelengoe.


    * * * *


    South African football was increasingly isolated, becoming an internal affair in which the commercial value of clubs was based only on domestic leagues. And Sundowns was one of the most demoralised. In 1980, it was relegated to the second division of the National Professional Soccer League, which was where it stayed until 1985 when ‘Mr Cool’, Zola Mahobe, entered the frame.


    The young Sowetan business owner put down enough money to become a Sundowns director, shelling out about R100 000 for an 80 percent stake in the franchise. His purchase of the club ‘coincided with vast improvements in the match experience: Saturday afternoons in South Africa became more accessible, cleaned-up, family-friendly spectacles. Soweto’s elite, bolstered by people moving from other parts of the country into areas like Hillbrow, Yeoville, Berea, Mayfair, went to these matches. They were places to be seen, unlike in the past when violence was a strong likelihood and no-one in their right minds would take their girlfriends, let alone their children, to a stadium.’5


    In 1986, Sundowns won the Mainstay Cup, a major tournament, beating Jomo Cosmos 1-0. The following year, it snared the BP Top Eight, the JPS Cup and the Castle League Championships.


    But while Mahobe had a blueprint for success in mind, he lacked the mega-funds big clubs around the continent could tap into to bring that to life. It was superstar players Mahobe needed to turn himself into a talisman, and when his lover, bank teller ‘Snowy’ Moshoeshoe, started moving money around in his favour, Mahobe was able to buy them.


    The tale of Mahobe and Moshoeshoe, who stole from her employer to benefit Mahobe to the tune of some R10 million over three years, is part of football legend. Mahobe ‘arrived on the ... scene as a brazen unknown, flashing a fat chequebook and ushering in the era of soccer sugar daddies’,6 and used his dirty loot to fashion Sundowns into a club finally capable of taking on the best in the league. For some fans, that prosperity wiped out his lawlessness; they even nicknamed him the ‘Robin Hood’ of the game.


    At the same time, Mahobe understood branding, and together with coach Stanley ‘Screamer’ Tshabalala, brought in the yellow and blue Brazil colours that have powered Sundowns for more than 30 years. (Brazil had won three FIFA World Cups by then.) The club was soon dubbed ‘the Brazilians’, and was also affectionately known as ‘Bafana ba Style’ and ‘Masandawana’, slang for ‘Sundowns’.


    Screamer, a Pirates coaching legend and one of the few black coaches in what was the top flight in South Africa at the time, perfected what’s known as ‘shoeshine and piano’, a heavily skills-oriented footballing style that focused as much on performing tricks and embarrassing an opponent as it did on creating chances or scoring goals. Sundowns would pick up and drop this showmanship over the years, depending on the intensity of the competition.


    In 1989 Mahobe was convicted of fraud and sentenced to 16 years behind bars. The twin Krok brothers then acquired the club from Standard Bank after it was repossessed, and went into partnership with the Tsichlases. Angelo was a former goalkeeper for Athens-based club Atromitos, and then for Corinthians (a Greek Football Club) in Johannesburg, where he met Anastasia, who’d started her working life in football as a secretary at Moroka Swallows. Her father was a former chairperson of Atromitos. She would become Sundowns’ managing director and serve on subcommittees at FIFA and CAF.


    There was silverware aplenty while the Kroks and the Tsichlases were partners, and they brought a total obsession for soccer to the club. In 1986, there was the BobSave Superbowl; in 1988, the Top 8, the Telkom Charity Cup and the Ohlsson’s Challenge Cup; in 1990, the Top 8 again; and in 1991, the Telkom Charity Cup for a second time. The BobSave Superbowl came back in 1998, and the Telkom Charity Cup in 2000. And Sundowns won seven league titles while the Tsichlases were at the helm, including three in a row under the newly formed Premier Soccer League (PSL) from 1998 to 2000.


    But there were even greater goals. Sundowns reached the CAF Champions League final in 2001, losing to Al Ahly (the ‘Red Devils’) when the Egyptian giants won 4-1 on aggregate.7 It was then, with all that potential on display, that Motsepe bought 51 percent of the club, quickly making an offer to take 100 percent control.


    It was ‘impossible’ to keep up with the money Motsepe could invest, Anastasia said later. ‘We were partners with Patrice for a year, and of course Patrice Motsepe … can afford to spend a lot of money ... he wanted to go further. He had his dream. Everybody has his own dream … So we took the team to that top level, became a recognised force in South Africa … and then Patrice came, he took the club … a step further. That’s why I say Sundowns is a very lucky team.’8


    When he first bought the club, Motsepe wasn’t impressed with its style of play and lack of flair: he felt his team were missing the entertaining flash that had made Sundowns ‘a spectacular side’ in the past.


    In 2003, Sundowns offered Wits University ‘an amount of money they have never seen before’ for midfielder Manqoba ‘Shakes’ Ngwenya: R1 million, which was a record signing. A sure talent, Ngwenya had been playing for Wits University when he scored a late equaliser at Orkney Stadium in North West in a 2003 match against Kaizer Chiefs. Motsepe was present, said Ngwenya, adding that he’d ‘come there … to watch me’,9 having taken a private jet.


    That would have been typical of Motsepe’s no-nonsense approach. And it showed the weight of his wallet.
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    A crisis of coaches: Sundowns’ battle for control


    Motsepe started as an owner the way he meant to finish, patient enough in the beginning, and issuing a light warning: ‘Just like in my job, I am expected to deliver, or else I will get fired. I have a duty to perform and everybody knows his responsibility. It is the same with our coach, he has to deliver.’1


    His first major appointment at the club was Argentinian Ángel Cappa, who’d coached in Mexico, been an assistant coach at Real Madrid and was popular with Diego Maradona.


    Cappa did well by winning the 2005 Charity Cup with Sundowns, but then suddenly stepped down, citing ‘personal and domestic problems’. Some newspapers speculated he ‘jumped before he was pushed’.


    Motsepe said he’d ‘decided to let him go because these [problems] could have a profound effect on his ability to focus on the team’. But the boss also referred to a run of underwhelming results, saying, ‘We need to win games and trophies and make sure that the club is one of the best in South Africa and on the continent.’2



OEBPS/image/9781776191833_FC.jpg
ORISED BIOGRAPHY,





