The Briefs

Singapore’s sports disputes surge, but
legal infrastructure framework lags

Singapore’s sporting profile has
never been higher. Weekly sports partici-
pation among residents rose from 54
percent in 2015 to 70 percent in 2023.
Since its 2008 debut, the Formula One
Singapore Grand Prix has attracted more
than 550,000 unique international visi-
tors. International federations, including
the Global E-Sports Federation and
World Table Tennis, have also estab-
lished bases in the city-state.

But the legal infrastructure has not
kept pace with that growth. Singapore
has strong commercial arbitration capa-
bilities, yet it lacks a single, well-funded
forum for many non-commercial sports
disputes, including disciplinary, anti-
doping, selection and eligibility cases.

That gap is becoming more pressing
as disputes grow in both number and
variety. Sports law now extends beyond
anti-doping and broadcasting rights into
areas such as technology. “In 2024, the
Court of Arbitration for Sport dismissed
an appeal by the Canadian Olympic
Committee and Canada Soccer against
FIFA sanctions imposed following a
drone-surveillance incident at the Paris
Olympics,” note Foo Yuet Min, managing
director, dispute resolution, at Drew &
Napier, and Samuel Koh, director, dispute
resolution, at the firm. “This illustrates
how novel forms of misconduct are now
reaching sports tribunals.”

Singapore is better equipped for the
commercial side of this expanding field.
Disputes over sponsorship, media rights,
technology and intellectual property can
generally be handled through institu-
tional commercial arbitration. Existing
rules also allow institutions to appoint
arbitrators with sports expertise where
required.

The city-state has several advan-
tages in such cases. It is a New York
Convention seat, operates under the
UNCITRAL Model Law and has a judiciary
“known for advocating minimal curial
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intervention and the robust enforcement
of arbitration agreements and awards.”

The city-state also has a deep insti-
tutional base. Maxwell Chambers houses
bodies including the Permanent Court
of Arbitration, ICSID, the AAA-ICDR, the
ICC and SIAC. SIAC’s panel of about 700
arbitrators and two decades of case-
management experience give users what
Foo and Koh describe as “a wide array
of options.”

Those strengths give Singapore
a solid base, but they do not amount
to an unassailable lead. Foo and Koh
caution that regional rivals are advancing,
particularly in the non-commercial
sphere where Singapore’s framework
remains weakest.

Hong Kong’s government-backed
Pilot Scheme on Sports Dispute Resolu-
tion began in February 2026. It offers a
mediation-first platform and subsidies
of up to HK$60,000 ($7,650) for each
eligible non-commercial case. Malaysia
is strengthening its position too. Kuala
Lumpur’s Asian International Arbitration
Centre has its own Asian Sports Arbitra-
tion Rules, updated in 2026.

The regional competition exposes
the gap identified at the outset. Singa-
pore still has no single forum for non-
commercial matters such as disciplinary,
anti-doping, selection and eligibility
disputes. Instead, cases are handled by
the Singapore National Olympic Council,
individual national sports associations or
Anti-Doping Singapore. Appeals to CAS
are governed by “the relevant federa-
tion’s own constitution.” The system,
Foo and Koh say, “produces inconsistent
outcomes across sports.”

An earlier attempt to close this gap,
the 2008 Alternative Dispute Resolution
Framework for Sports, failed to gain
traction. One reason was that arbitra-
tors received a flat S$1,000 ($786) per
case, which was “insufficient to sustain a
credible specialist practice,” say Foo and

Koh. Individual athletes also often face
better-funded counterparties without
the support now available in Hong Kong.
“Singapore currently has no comparable
mechanism.”

To address these weaknesses, Foo
and Koh propose different approaches
for commercial and non-commercial
disputes. For commercial cases, they say
Singapore should strengthen existing
systems rather than create new ones.
This could include adding sports-specific
guidance to SIAC’s Expedited and
Streamlined Procedures and creating a
dedicated panel of international sports-
law specialists and local and regional
practitioners.

Non-commercial cases, however,
require a more distinct framework. Foo
and Koh argue that ADR Sports could
form the basis of a national sports
tribunal. Possible models include “Hong
Kong’s mediation-first, government-
subsidised Pilot Scheme,” the UK’s Sport
Resolutions and Australia’s fully govern-
ment-funded National Sports Tribunal.
Funding should remain independent of
Sport Singapore “to preserve impar-
tiality where Sport Singapore or NSAs
are themselves parties to a dispute.”

If those reforms take hold, Foo
and Koh envisage two parallel systems
a decade from now: “an adequately
funded, transparent non-commercial
dispute pathway with a demonstrated
domestic and regional caseload,” and
a commercial sports arbitration service
under SIAC or the ICC that attracts a
steady flow of cases.

Success would ultimately be meas-
ured by whether more Asian sports
disputes are handled within the region.
Foo and Koh want to see “a measur-
able shift toward Asian counsel and
Asia-based arbitrators resolving Asian
sports disputes in Singapore, rather than
such disputes being routinely referred to
Europe by default” @




