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The FBI vs. FIFA
The exclusive account of how a small band of federal agents and an outsized 

corrupt official brought down the sports world’s biggest governing body.
BY  S H AU N  AS S A E L  A N D  B R E T T  FO R R E ST 

W I T H  V I V E K  C H A U D H A RY

Banned FIFA  
executives (from left):  

Sepp Blatter, Mohamed bin 
Hammam, Jack Warner 

and Chuck Blazer
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deserve the heights to w
hich he’d risen.

A
fter earning an accounting degree from

 N
Y

U
, 

B
lazer m

arried his high school sw
eetheart and 

joined her fam
ily’s business: a button-m

aking 
factory. B

y the m
id-1970s, he w

as a suburban  
N

ew
 York dad spending his w

eekends coaching  
his son, Jason, in soccer. Soon, B

lazer becam
e 

fascinated by the sport’s potential for grow
th in the 

U
.S. H

e began as a grassroots volunteer adm
inis-

trator w
ith an eye on m

aking the gam
e his career.

B
y the early 1980s, B

lazer had a regional 
executive post, w

hich enabled him
, at the age of 

39 in 1984, to sponsor the U
nited States Soccer 

Federation’s annual convention, just so he could 
get face tim

e w
ith its delegates. T

hat sam
e year,  

he w
as elected the U

SSF head of international 
com

petition. B
reaking w

ith the group’s genteel 
traditions, B

lazer began strong-arm
ing prom

oters 
to get the m

en’s national team
 m

ore m
atches.  

H
e barreled into m

eetings so he could sit beside 
influential m

en like R
obert K

raft, w
ho w

as 
w

orking to bring the 1994 W
orld C

up to the U
.S. 

B
ut B

lazer’s irascible style ultim
ately ruffl

ed 
feathers, and he w

as out at the U
SSF.

T
he aspiring m

ogul next tried to launch a 
10-team

 soccer league and hoped to capitalize on 
A

m
erica’s anticipated entry into the 1990 W

orld 
C

up in Italy, its first appearance in decades. B
ut 

according to the online m
agazine B

uzzfeed, the 
league’s ow

ners ousted him
 upon learning that he 

w
as paying him

self m
ore than their entire 

$50,000 team
 payrolls. A

 stint helm
ing a team

, 
the M

iam
i Sharks, ended in another debacle: 

E
xecutives discovered that B

lazer spent their 
startup capital on luxury hotels and other lavish 
expenses. H

e skipped out of tow
n, and by 1990, 

unchastened, he looked even farther south to 
revive his career, to G

uatem
ala and one of the six 

regional bodies that com
pose FIFA

.
B

lazer knew
 all about the C

onfederation  
of N

orth, C
entral A

m
erican and C

aribbean 
A

ssociation Football, or C
O

N
C

A
C

A
F. H

e’d 
attended its m

eetings w
hen he w

as w
ith the 

U
SSF, and he knew

 it w
as a sleepy FIFA

 subsid-
iary laden w

ith aging bureaucrats. H
e also  

knew
 it w

as just the place to m
ake his nam

e, so 
he schem

ed to field his ow
n candidate for the 

confederation’s presidency, Jack W
arner, a form

er 
Trinidadian schoolteacher w

ho w
as a rising politi-

cal star in the C
aribbean soccer w

orld. T
hrough 

W
arner, B

lazer w
ould secure his ow

n ascent.
W

arner’s populism
 and organizing abilities 

im
pressed B

lazer, and on a trip to Port of Spain to 
w

atch the U
.S. team

 defeat Trinidad and Tobago, 
B

lazer visited W
arner’s hom

e to pitch his plan. 

gam
e could profit from

 his advice. A
nd like m

any 
of them

, he helped him
self to the spoils. U

sing his 
accounting degree, B

lazer sent m
illions of dollars 

in C
O

N
C

A
C

A
F revenue through a m

aze of shell 
com

panies to offshore accounts in the C
aym

an 
Islands and the B

aham
as, w

here he ow
ned a 

condo at the A
tlantis resort. H

e also looked the 
other w

ay as W
arner stole m

illions in FIFA
 grants 

that w
ere m

eant for a sports center he w
as 

building in Port of Spain.  
It w

as hard to tell w
hich partner in crim

e  
had m

ore hubris, but B
lazer lived the larger 

lifestyle. In addition to occupying the $18,000- 
a-m

onth Trum
p Tow

er property, he charged 
C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F for a sm
aller one next door, report-

edly for his cats. H
e also held a standing table at 

E
laine’s, an U

pper E
ast Side restaurant w

here 
actors and m

obsters m
ingled w

ith cops and 
reporters, his driver w

aiting outside as he enter-
tained dinner dates, som

e dressed in the lavish 
gow

ns he kept in his apartm
ent for just such 

occasions. (H
e’d divorced in 1995.) To the tourists 

vying for tables at E
laine’s, B

lazer w
as clearly 

som
ebody. B

ut even regulars w
ere hard-pressed to 

explain precisely w
hat he did. “W

e all knew
 he w

as 
the only A

m
erican in FIFA

,” says A
nne B

eagan, a 
press offi

cer for the FB
I w

ho hung out at E
laine’s. 

“T
he big joke w

as, ‘W
hat’s FIFA

?’”
H

is blog, Travels W
ith C

huck B
lazer and 

Friends, transform
ed from

 a collection of fam
ily 

photos to a chronicle of his tim
e w

ith w
orld 

B
lazer told the 46-year-old that he could only go 

so far in his present job as the head of Trinidad’s 
soccer federation; he should think about stepping 
up to run C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F.
W

ith B
lazer urging him

 on, W
arner w

on a 
landslide victory by pledging to use soccer to 
enrich the poor and give pow

er to his C
aribbean 

colleagues. B
ut then W

arner shocked his support-
ers by m

oving the group’s headquarters to Trum
p 

Tow
er in M

anhattan—
and nam

ing B
lazer his 

second-in-com
m

and.
A

t least initially, it seem
ed a shrew

d m
ove. 

B
lazer saw

 untapped gold m
ines in the cities that 

C
O

N
C

A
C

A
F had ignored. H

e stayed up night 
after night developing a tournam

ent he called the 
G

old C
up, to determ

ine a federation cham
pion. 

T
his w

as an instant hit and helped boost  
C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F revenues sevenfold in its first year,  
to $1 m

illion. B
y 1997, B

lazer w
as m

aking so 
m

uch m
oney for C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F that W
arner 

rew
arded him

 w
ith a prized perk: a seat that 

W
arner controlled on FIFA’s highest council, its 

24-m
em

ber executive com
m

ittee, or E
xC

o. 
T

he council w
as starved for ideas, and B

lazer 
seem

ed to have a m
illion of them

. W
hen the 

G
erm

an com
pany that held FIFA’s m

arketing 
rights w

ent belly-up, B
lazer forcefully argued that 

FIFA
 should m

anage its ow
n rights rather than 

go through a m
iddlem

an. T
he m

ove established  
a m

ultibillion-dollar gusher of m
arketing fees. 

B
lazer also launched the C

onfederations C
up—

a 
com

petition that included, am
ong others, FIFA’s 

six regional governing bodies—
and the FIFA

 
C

lub W
orld C

up, a global tournam
ent.

Suddenly, B
lazer w

as jetting to FIFA
 headquar-

ters in Z
urich so the m

ost pow
erful m

en in the 

“WHEN HE  
HAD SO MANY  
SKELETONS  
IN HIS CLOSET ...  
DID HE THINK 
 THE STUFF 
WOULDN’T 
COME OUT? 
PROBABLY NOT.”
JOHN COLLINS, A CONCACAF LAW

YER, 
ABOUT CHUCK BLAZER 

C
huck B

lazer looked out the w
indow

 of his 
$18,000-a-m

onth Trum
p Tow

er apartm
ent,  

w
ith its view

 of N
ew

 York’s C
entral Park. M

ost 
tourists on Fifth A

venue below
 could only dream

 
of his kind of high-rise life. B

ut after years of 
lavish excess, he w

as no longer fixated on the 
trappings of his success. O

n this day, standing 
only in an adult diaper as a sm

all team
 of FB

I 
agents prepared to w

ire him
 w

ith a recording 
device, B

lazer just w
anted to stay out of prison. 

classified debriefings rem
ain under seal, as do  

the identities of confidential inform
ants and the 

grand jury proceedings that have left 25 FIFA
 

offi
cials facing crim

inal charges. U
.S. A

ttorney 
G

eneral L
oretta Lynch has appeared at just tw

o 
new

s conferences to discuss the case.
N

onetheless, E
SP

N
 has com

piled the clearest 
picture yet of the governm

ent’s infiltration of 
FIFA

. O
ver the past six m

onths, E
SP

N
 obtained 

internal FB
I em

ails, scanned confidential Justice 
D

epartm
ent docum

ents and interview
ed dozens 

of top-level sources w
ho w

orked inside FIFA
,  

the U
.S. D

epartm
ent of Justice and global law

 
enforcem

ent. W
hat em

erges is the inside story of 
how

 B
lazer helped the FB

I penetrate a syndicate 
that he had in part m

ade m
assively corrupt.

It isn’t far from
 Trum

p Tow
er to the R

ego  
Park section of Q

ueens, w
here w

orking-class 
N

ew
 Yorkers shoehorn them

selves into redbrick 
apartm

ent buildings and w
here B

lazer, in the 
1950

s, w
ould rush hom

e from
 school to w

ork  
in his father’s stationery store. L

ater, after he 
had m

ade his m
illions, he w

ould reflect on the 
self-doubt that existed deep inside him

. It  
w

as alm
ost, friends say, as if he felt he didn’t 

As Qatar’s royal couple 
celebrated the country’s 

w
inning W

orld Cup bid, 
Blazer looked scorned and 

Clinton looked dow
n.

T
he native N

ew
 Yorker hardly resem

bled his 
im

age as a statesm
an of soccer—

an infam
ous  

bon vivant w
ho m

ade so m
uch m

oney for the 
gam

e’s international governing body, FIFA
, that 

he w
as hailed as its virtuoso deal m

aker. H
e dined 

often w
ith sheikhs and heirs at the trendiest 

restaurants and attended society events w
ith a 

rotating cast of striking com
panions. H

is personal 
travel blog pictured him

 w
ith the likes of B

ill 
C

linton and V
ladim

ir Putin and M
iss U

niverse.  
A

t 400 pounds, w
ith an unruly w

hite beard and 
m

ane, he looked like Santa C
laus, talked like a 

bricklayer and lived like a 1-percenter.
B

lazer’s big secret, as he looked dow
n on the 

M
anhattan streets, seem

s so obvious now
: H

e  
had em

bezzled his fortune through kickbacks  
and bribes. A

nd the people w
ho w

ould uncover 
the scam

 w
ere w

ith him
 today, in his apartm

ent, 
about to dispatch him

 to take dow
n FIFA

. 

THERE HAS NEVER been anything quite like the 
FB

I’s investigation into global soccer, w
hich 

resulted in a series of high-profile arrests starting 
in M

ay 2015. B
ut so far, only the barest outline of 

the case has been m
ade public. W

iretaps and 
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ing, marketing and other fees made a global 
journey into the pockets of a privileged FIFA few. 
Soon, alleged Russian payoffs to ExCo members 
seemed the least of it.

Pursuing a fraud investigation into a worldwide 
organization like FIFA, however, would be 
complicated. “It had the potential to be expensive,” 
says an FBI source who spoke to ESPN on the 
condition of anonymity. “Given the breadth and 
time likely to be involved, it was a big ask.”

Fortunately, New York City is big enough for 
two U.S. attorney’s offices. The Southern District, 
located a few blocks from the FBI’s Manhattan 
office, prosecuted high-profile cases. But the 
Eastern District, located across the East River  
in Brooklyn, had high volume. As many in  
New York’s criminal justice system put it, Southern 
was the show horse, Eastern the workhorse.

Because of this, prosecutors in the Eastern 
District had a chip on their shoulders. No one was 
more eager to raise the profile of his office than 
the head of the organized crime wing, John 
Buretta. The prosecutor had previously developed 
a close relationship with FBI agents, helping them 
obtain high-profile mob convictions. When senior 
FBI officials in Manhattan sent their FIFA file 
across the East River for consideration, Buretta 
wasted little time in taking it on. “It felt like an 

leaders: Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu  
and Pope John Paul II. There was a series of shots 
with Vladimir Putin, whom Blazer met in August 
2010 when he traveled to Moscow to inspect the 
sites that Russia proposed as part of its bid to host 
the 2018 World Cup. In fact, Blazer liked to tell a 
story about how he checked into the Ritz-Carlton, 
across from the Kremlin, and was whisked to a 
private meeting in the Russian Federation office 
building. There, Putin himself interrupted the 
discussion to welcome Blazer: “You look like Karl 
Marx,” the then-prime minister deadpanned before 
giving Blazer a high-five. A moment later, Putin 
turned serious, telling his guest that securing the 
World Cup was a signature priority. “Let us show 
the world what Russia is about,” Putin said.

They did. In December 2010, inside the grand 
hall of FIFA’s headquarters, known as Zurich’s 
Messe, president Sepp Blatter presided at a 
ceremony to announce the host countries of the 
2018 and 2022 Cups. The hall filled that day  
with soccer royalty alongside actual kings and 
princes. Blazer worked the room, shaking hands 
with, among others, Prince William and David 
Beckham. The crush of dignitaries was so 
complete that Bill Clinton, the honorary chair-
man of the U.S. bid, could get a seat only in the 
second row, behind Blazer.

Blazer broke out in a satisfied grin when Blatter 
announced that Russia had won the 2018 Cup. 
(He had cast his vote for Russia to host the Cup 
that year.) But he was stunned, along with the 
other Americans, when Blatter said: “The winner 
to organize the 2022 FIFA World Cup is … Qatar.” 

How could a small nation in which summer 
temperatures exceeded 120 degrees beat out the 
United States?

In New York, a team of FBI agents already had 
suspicions of its own. 

 
IF YOU MENTION football to most feds, the NFL 
springs to mind. Jared Randall is different.  
Tall with dark hair and blue eyes, he had played 
soccer since he was a kid and even attended a 
1994 World Cup match in Foxboro Stadium.  
He went on to captain the team at Division I 
Manhattan College in the Bronx. After Randall 
joined the FBI a few years out of school, he even 
wrangled a spot for himself on the New York City 
Police Department’s soccer team. 

In early 2010, Randall, then 28, was assigned  
to a specialized group of FBI agents in lower 
Manhattan. The Eurasian organized crime unit, 
led by a veteran mob investigator named Michael 
Gaeta, scrutinized criminal groups from Georgia, 

FBI agent Jared Randall 
said of FIFA’s corruption:  
“I could spend my entire 
career on this one case.”

Russia and Ukraine that were running sophisti-
cated scams in the U.S. As Randall and Gaeta 
linked street-level criminal operators to figures in 
Eastern Europe’s business and political elite, they 
started piecing together a string of rumors that led 
them to an unsettling conclusion: Russia might be 
bribing its way to host the 2018 World Cup. 

Publicly, FIFA is a registered charity in  
Switzerland and portrays itself as a prosperous, 
benevolent organization designed to enrich the 
many impoverished communities it serves. It  
had earned $631 million since 2007, according  
to its 2010 annual report, and vowed to invest  
$800 million in development projects between 2011 
and 2014. Beneath the surface, however, Randall 
and his colleagues saw something else. Even the 
laziest ExCo members lived like kings. They each 
received $200,000 annual stipends, along with 
liberal per diems every time they went to Zurich. 
And they controlled the votes that decided where 
the most watched event in sports, the World Cup, 
would be played. This selection process seemed 
engineered for bribery, the FBI agents thought.

Randall and Gaeta began looking into the six 
regional confederations that administer FIFA’s 
207 member nations. The more they looked, the 
more they found a system of bribery and embez-
zlement in which billions of dollars in broadcast-
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Islands. A
nother w

ire to B
lazer, this one for 

$600,000, originated from
 an account controlled 

by a Panam
anian group. B

errym
an also discov-

ered that B
lazer had skim

m
ed m

illions that FIFA
 

had earm
arked for other purposes. A

s B
errym

an 
tracked additional w

ires and deposits—
m

any of 
w

hich w
ould later be revealed as bribes for  

W
orld C

up votes or kickbacks for G
old C

up 
m

arketing and T
V

 rights—
he began to fill out  

the m
osaic of B

lazer’s activities.
B

y the tim
e B

errym
an w

as finished, it w
as  

clear that B
lazer had em

bezzled m
uch of the  

$20 m
illion he had banked as general secretary 

over tw
o decades.

W
hile B

errym
an w

orked the num
bers, R

andall 
traveled through L

atin A
m

erica so often develop-
ing leads that he m

issed a close friend’s w
edding. 

B
y late 2011, B

errym
an, G

aeta and R
andall 

paused to assess their progress. T
hey had tracked 

num
erous apparently fraudulent w

ires and 
deposits into B

lazer’s U
.S. accounts. T

hey had 
identified foreign accounts that B

lazer had 
shielded from

 the IR
S. A

nd they knew
 that B

lazer 
had failed to pay incom

e taxes for an extended 
period, giving the agents considerable leverage. 
B

ut still, they’d gone as far as they could go.
“T

here com
es a point in every investigation 

w
hen you have to m

ake som
ething happen,” says 

an FB
I source close to the case. “You have to m

ake 
a calculated decision to do som

ething. A
t a certain 

stage, you have to be proactive.”

“football.” H
e also w

orked in a branch of the IR
S’s 

crim
inal division, in O

range C
ounty, C

alifornia, 
w

hich specialized in com
bating foreign corrup-

tion. In A
ugust 2011, B

errym
an read an article in 

the U
.K

. new
spaper T

he Independent, w
hich 

uncovered the FB
I’s interest in B

lazer. M
ore than 

anything, B
errym

an w
anted in.

B
errym

an took the unorthodox step of phoning 
R

andall. H
is call w

as so unusual, in fact, that 
R

andall and his boss, G
aeta, invited the IR

S  
agent to their M

anhattan offi
ce out of curiosity. 

A
ccording to one source fam

iliar w
ith the series  

of events, B
errym

an perform
ed a “dog and pony 

show
” in w

hich he pitched the FB
I agents on his 

specialty—
tracking m

oney across borders and 
through the international financial system

. B
y  

the tim
e B

errym
an flew

 back to L
A

, the FB
I  

and IR
S had form

ed an alliance that energized 
the investigation.

B
errym

an scoured B
lazer’s accounts at C

itibank, 
B

ank of A
m

erica, B
arclays and M

errill Lynch for 
evidence of the em

bezzlem
ent W

arner had 
alleged. B

ecause B
lazer hadn’t filed taxes since 

2005, it w
as hard to determ

ine how
 m

uch he 
earned. B

errym
an got to w

ork analyzing illicit 
paym

ents B
lazer had received over the years from

 
shell accounts in the C

aribbean and elsew
here. 

B
errym

an discovered a $200,000 w
ire,  

dated M
arch 1999, from

 an account held by a 
U

ruguayan shell com
pany to a B

arclays B
ank 

account that B
lazer controlled in the C

aym
an 

organized crim
e case,” says a source close to the 

case. “It fit w
ith w

hat w
e did.” 

Shortly after B
latter’s W

orld C
up announce-

m
ent, B

uretta offi
cially opened the governm

ent’s 
case against FIFA

. T
he FB

I zeroed in on its prim
e 

target: the large-living A
m

erican, C
huck B

lazer. 

THE FBI CASE caught a break from
 a Q

atari 
billionaire. In the spring of 2011, M

oham
ed bin 

H
am

m
am

, a m
annered construction baron and 

FIFA’s vice president, announced his candidacy 
for FIFA’s presidency, hoping to stop B

latter from
 

w
inning a fifth term

. 
T

he road to bin H
am

m
am

’s election ran 
through the C

aribbean, w
here Jack W

arner 
controlled 31 delegates, or 15 percent of the total 
FIFA

 votes. T
hree w

eeks before the election, 
W

arner invited bin H
am

m
am

 to a luncheon in 
Trinidad to address leaders from

 the C
aribbean 

Football U
nion. W

hen the talk finished, W
arner 

directed delegates to a nearby room
. T

here they 
each found a brow

n envelope containing $40,000 
in cash, w

hich investigators w
ould later claim

 bin 
H

am
m

am
 had brought on his private plane, part 

of the billionaire’s slush fund to buy votes.
B

lazer w
as in M

iam
i on C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F business 
w

hen he learned that day of the apparently brazen 
bribery occurring in Trinidad. H

e hit the roof. 
B

lazer’s partnership w
ith W

arner had strained. 
W

arner, w
ho started his days at 5 a.m

., despised 
the w

ay B
lazer sauntered into the offi

ce at noon 
after being out until the early m

orning at strip 
clubs. B

lazer, in turn, resented the w
ay W

arner 
spent all his tim

e playing politics in Trinidad.  
O

ne of the first calls B
lazer m

ade w
as to FIFA

 
secretary general Jerom

e Valcke. A
t nearly 3 a.m

. 
in Z

urich, Valcke, a polished Frenchm
an, listened 

drow
sily as B

lazer railed against W
arner, calling 

him
 “arrogant” and “stupid” for exceeding the kind 

of corruption that everyone accepted, attem
pting 

som
ething so obvious as a naked bribe. 

A
ccording to tw

o sources w
ho w

ere told about 
the call, Valcke agreed w

ith B
lazer that the 

incident could do untold dam
age to FIFA

 if it 
w

ent public. John C
ollins, a C

hicago law
yer w

ho 
represented C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F, rem
em

bers getting a 
call from

 B
lazer shortly thereafter. “You need to 

look into this,” B
lazer told him

. 
T

he report that C
ollins delivered to FIFA

 eight 
days later led bin H

am
m

am
 to drop out of the 

president’s race; he w
as ultim

ately banned from
 

soccer. T
he report also destroyed the corrupt 

partnership that W
arner and B

lazer had built. 
W

arner w
as forced to resign his post after a 

video leaked that show
ed him

 appearing to 

endorse bribery. “If you are pious, open a church, 
friends,” he w

as secretly film
ed telling his del-

egates in Trinidad the day after bin H
am

m
am

’s 
visit. “B

ut the fact is that our business is our 
business.” In the clip’s afterm

ath, a furious W
arner 

spilled the secrets he and B
lazer had kept for tw

o 
decades: H

e accused B
lazer of regularly em

bez-
zling licensing and m

arketing m
oney. 

T
he w

hole episode w
as strange. Taking dow

n 
W

arner so publicly w
as “such a risk” for B

lazer, 
C

ollins says, “w
hen he had so m

any of his ow
n 

skeletons in his closet. D
id he think that stuff from

 
long ago w

ouldn’t com
e out? Probably not.” 

IN RESPONSE TO W
arner’s accusations, FIFA

 
opened an ethics investigation into B

lazer, w
hich 

dragged on through the sum
m

er of 2011, and 
through the 11th edition of the G

old C
up. B

lazer’s 
brainchild had com

e a long w
ay: T

he G
old C

up 
debuted that year at C

ow
boys Stadium

, w
ith 

80,000 fans turning out to see C
osta R

ica 
dom

inate C
uba 5-0. O

ver the next three w
eeks,  

13 stadium
s planned to host m

atches involving  
a dozen countries, culm

inating w
ith a finale at  

the R
ose B

ow
l. T

he tournam
ent w

ould generate 
$23 m

illion in ticket revenue, over 60 percent 
m

ore than it had earned just tw
o years earlier. 

U
nfortunately for B

lazer, the good tim
es didn’t 

last. C
hris E

aton, a form
er Interpol director w

ho 
had recently taken over as FIFA’s head of security, 
received w

ord that a group of m
atch fixers had 

entered the U
.S. intent on rigging the G

old C
up. 

W
hen E

aton looked into the betting patterns of 
the C

uba–C
osta R

ica gam
e, along w

ith tw
o others, 

he drew
 the troubling conclusion that the m

atches 
m

ight have been fixed. W
hile the tournam

ent  
w

as still underw
ay, E

aton gave an interview
 to the 

G
erm

an m
agazine D

er Spiegel, in w
hich he 

announced that Interpol, FIFA
 and C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F 
w

ere investigating the suspect gam
es. 

B
lazer w

as flabbergasted w
hen he read the 

article. W
hy hadn’t E

aton com
e to him

 first? 
D

eterm
ined to find out w

hether the allegations 
w

ere true, B
lazer called the one friend he thought 

m
ight be able to help. 
“It w

as the first tim
e C

huck had ever reached 
out to m

e professionally,” says B
eagan, the FB

I 
press offi

cer w
ho w

as part of his E
laine’s crow

d in 
N

ew
 York. Since the G

old C
up w

as scheduled to 
conclude at the R

ose B
ow

l in Pasadena, B
eagan 

contacted the FB
I’s L

A
 offi

ce on B
lazer’s behalf. 

Shortly after that call, M
ike G

aeta, the head of 
the N

ew
 York squad investigating FIFA

, stopped 
by B

eagan’s desk. G
aeta had never show

n up 
unannounced before. B

eagan couldn’t im
agine the 

im
petus for his visit, until G

aeta told her he knew
 

she w
as friendly w

ith B
lazer. “You should stay 

aw
ay from

 him
,” he said. A

s B
eagan recalled in  

an interview
 w

ith E
SP

N
, “I’d been around long 

enough to understand w
hat that m

eant. A
nd I 

didn’t speak to C
huck after that.” 

Jared R
andall took things from

 there, reaching 

out to B
lazer him

self. E
SP

N
 obtained an em

ail  
the FB

I agent w
rote on June 13, 2011, in w

hich  
he told a colleague: “I recently w

as able to m
eet 

w
ith M

r. B
lazer …

 regarding C
O

N
C

A
C

A
F

’s  
recent concerns.” 

It w
as a rem

arkable tw
ist. B

lazer had no idea 
that he w

as speaking w
ith the very investigator 

w
ho had already identified him

 as a key suspect in 
the grow

ing probe into the w
orld’s largest sport. 

N
ot long after that m

eeting, C
hris E

aton and 
tw

o of his FIFA
 aides arrived at the FB

I offi
ce in 

low
er M

anhattan, ostensibly to share inform
ation 

about m
atch fixing on U

.S. soil. E
aton had been in 

his role at FIFA
 for less than a year and, as he says, 

“I could see that FIFA
 w

as dirty. It w
as filthy.” 

E
aton handed R

andall an assessm
ent that  

he had com
piled on every FIFA

 confederation  
and E

xC
o m

em
ber, believing it could serve as a 

scorecard for the agents. O
n the w

ay out, he 
turned to R

andall and said he thought B
lazer w

as 
the w

eak link, given the FIFA
 inquiry about him

. 
“H

e’s got to be ripe now
 to cooperate, given all 

the allegations against him
,” E

aton said.

BY THE SUM
M

ER of 2011, R
andall and G

aeta w
ere 

confident they could handle the case on their 
ow

n. B
ut another agent w

as eager to join the 
effort, a veteran of the Internal R

evenue Service 
nam

ed Steve B
errym

an.
R

aised for a period in E
ngland, B

errym
an  

w
as a soccer fanatic w

ho still called the gam
e M

OHAM
ED BIN HAM

M
AM

A Qatari businessm
an and a form

er 
VP of FIFA, he quit his cam

paign to 
unseat Blatter as FIFA president after 
his involvem

ent in W
arner’s scandal.

JEROM
E VALCKE

The form
er French journalist and 

Blatter’s right-hand m
an w

as fired 
as FIFA secretary general in 2016 

during an ethics investigation.

M
ICHEL PLATINI

The head of European soccer (UEFA) 
and form

er French m
idfielder w

as 
banned from

 soccer for eight years 
am

id the w
idening corruption probe.

JACK W
ARNER

Blazer’s business partner  
and the form

er president of  
CONCACAF resigned am

id bribery  
accusations in 2011.

SEPP BLATTER
The form

er FIFA president, as yet 
uncharged, resigned in 2015 and 

w
as subsequently banned from

 the 
gam

e for eight years.

CHUCK BLAZER
The lone Am

erican on FIFA’s executive 
com

m
ittee-turned-FBI inform

ant, he 
pleaded guilty on 10 fraud-related 

counts and aw
aits sentencing.

CHARACTERS W
ITHOUT CHARACTER

FIFA executives w
ho have been ousted since the Justice Departm

ent 
opened its investigation in 2010:
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w
asn’t clear w

hat he w
anted m

e to say.” Figuring 
som

ething w
as am

iss, E
aton quickly m

ade his exit. 
In the FB

I, a lengthy organized crim
e case  

lasts 12, m
aybe 18 m

onths. A
s R

andall and  
G

aeta follow
ed leads through a second full year, 

colleagues asked them
 w

hy they w
ere w

asting 
their tim

e, especially since E
uropean cops hadn’t 

been able to crack FIFA
 in decades. Fortunately, 

the agents had an advocate in L
oretta Lynch, a 

corporate law
yer and form

er drug prosecutor  
w

ho w
as on her second tour as U

.S. attorney for 
the E

astern D
istrict. 

“L
oretta Lynch w

as the one w
ho said, ‘G

o get 
it,’” the source says. “She w

as the one to speak w
ith 

higher-ups in D
C

 w
hen that needed to happen.”

W
HEN THE SUM

M
ER O

lym
pics opened in L

ondon, 
in July 2012, B

lazer at last hit his stride. O
lym

pic 
soccer is a FIFA

-sanctioned event, w
hich m

eant 
L

ondon w
as another boondoggle for the E

xC
o 

brass. Since the considerable FIFA
 delegation w

as 
staying at L

ondon’s M
ay Fair hotel, the five-star 

property w
as one-stop shopping for the FB

I. T
he 

agents trained B
lazer to use a key chain, as first 

reported by the N
ew

 York D
aily N

ew
s, that w

as 
loaded w

ith a recording device. A
ll he had to do 

w
as toss it onto a table during his conversations. 
T

he list of B
lazer’s targets, according to federal 

docum
ents, included A

lexey Sorokin, the head of 
the R

ussian bid for 2018, and Frank L
ow

y, the 
head of A

ustralia’s failed bid for 2022—
tw

o 
insiders w

ith know
ledge of the bid process. 

A
s the O

lym
pic G

am
es w

ore on for B
lazer, the 

stress of secretly recording m
any of his FIFA

 
colleagues began to show

. A
fter one especially 

long day, he found him
self sitting at the M

ay Fair 
bar w

ith an old friend, a Sri L
ankan E

xC
o 

m
em

ber nam
ed M

anilal Fernando.
R

ecalls Fernando: “I rem
em

ber how
 C

huck 
sighed as w

e w
alked in. H

e said, ‘T
hank god 

there’s no FIFA
 people here.’ H

e sounded alm
ost 

defeated. I had never heard him
 that dow

n. H
e 

w
asn’t even looking at m

e as he w
as saying it.  

H
e w

as just staring dow
n at his glass of w

ine and 
glancing around all the tim

e to m
ake sure nobody 

w
as w

ithin earshot.”
Fernando says he “knew

 som
ething w

asn’t 
right,” but he didn’t expect to hear w

hat B
lazer 

had to say next.
“I’m

 gonna blow
 this thing w

ide open,” B
lazer 

told his E
xC

o colleague. “I’m
 gonna get the 

bastards.”

THE DETAILS OF B
lazer’s cooperation w

ith the FB
I 

rem
ain hidden behind a w

all of prosecutorial 

NOVEM
BER 30, 2011, w

as a bittersw
eet day for 

B
lazer. It w

as a few
 days before the anniversary 

of the death of his friend, E
laine K

aufm
an.  

A
long w

ith other E
laine’s regulars, he gathered  

in an U
pper W

est Side auditorium
 to rem

inisce 
about the restaurant ow

ner’s life. T
hose w

ho 
hadn’t seen B

lazer in a w
hile noticed that he 

looked unw
ell. H

is eyes w
ere puff

y, his skin pale, 
and he’d bloated up so m

uch that he w
as using a 

m
otorized scooter that he often needed to get 

around. C
oronary artery disease and Type 2 

diabetes w
ere taking their toll, as w

as the stress 
of his secrets. 

A
ccountants w

orking for C
O

N
C

A
C

A
F

’s board 
had scoured his offi

ce in Trum
p Tow

er that 
sum

m
er, disclosing his finances. In O

ctober, board 
m

em
bers gathered in a closed-door session and 

ousted B
lazer as C

O
N

C
A

C
A

F
’s general secretary.

B
y N

ovem
ber 2011, all that B

lazer had left w
as 

his position on FIFA’s E
xC

o. A
nd thanks to the 

pending ethics inquiry, even that w
as in jeopardy. 

R
eturning hom

e from
 E

laine K
aufm

an’s m
em

o-
rial, he w

as m
et by tw

o m
en w

aiting in the atrium
 

of Trum
p Tow

er. 
R

andall and B
errym

an hadn’t m
ade an 

appointm
ent. T

hey didn’t w
ant one. T

hey quickly 
proceeded to have w

hat an F
B

I source described 
as a “com

e to Jesus talk” w
ith B

lazer. T
hey laid 

out w
hat they had discovered: the shell com

pa-
nies, B

lazer’s failure to pay taxes. A
ccording to 

one of the sources close to the case, B
lazer folded 

im
m

ediately. In the days follow
ing, prosecutors 

from
 the E

astern D
istrict drew

 up a cooperation 
deal that stipulated his role as an inform

ant, and 
B

lazer readily signed it.
A

ccording to court docum
ents obtained by 

E
SP

N
, B

lazer w
ould m

eet w
ith the governm

ent  
19 tim

es betw
een D

ec. 11, 2011, and N
ov. 13, 2013. 

A
nd w

hile the content of these m
eetings rem

ains 
confidential, the agents w

ere determ
ined to use 

w
hat w

as left of B
lazer’s access w

ithin FIFA’s E
xC

o 
to record his conversations.

A
ll of this led to the m

om
ent in Trum

p Tow
er 

w
hen B

lazer stood in his apartm
ent in an adult 

diaper as R
andall and G

aeta affi
xed a listening 

device to his body. T
his scene w

ould repeat itself 
in com

ing m
onths, though B

lazer didn’t exactly 
ease into his new

 role as snitch. O
n early assign-

m
ents w

earing the w
ire, he cam

e off stilted and 
suspicious. D

uring a trip to Z
urich, for instance, 

he called C
hris E

aton to suggest a friendly 
m

eeting at FIFA
 headquarters. E

aton found the 
invitation odd; the tw

o m
en had never m

et. A
s 

E
aton recalls, “H

e w
as asking m

e strange ques-
tions. H

e w
anted m

e to say som
ething, and it 

later hinted that he w
ould stay on through the end 

of the year and m
aybe never leave at all.

A
n air of crisis hung over FIFA’s headquarters 

through the fall, w
hen a senior offi

cial in the 
Sw

iss offi
ce of the attorney general received a  

call from
 a m

an w
ho identified him

self as a 
“B

latter insider.” T
he tw

o m
et on a bench in a 

Z
urich park, w

here the offi
cial learned w

hat only 
a handful of people knew

: B
latter had w

ired over 
$2 m

illion in FIFA
 funds to the head of E

urope’s 
soccer federation, M

ichel P
latini, in 2011. T

his 
w

as the year w
hen P

latini, a potential FIFA
 

presidential rival, m
ade the decision not to run 

for the offi
ce.

T
he new

 tip led the Sw
iss authorities to return 

to F
IFA

 headquarters w
ith a second search 

w
arrant, this tim

e looking for a sm
oking gun:  

a bank slip reflecting the alleged payoff. In his 
offi

ce, during an interview
 w

ith law
 enforcem

ent, 
B

latter calm
ly defended P

latini’s paym
ent. 

E
ventually, though, his cool reserve cracked.  

“You have no right to question m
y honor and 

integrity!” B
latter shouted. 

L
ater that day, the Sw

iss attorney general’s 
offi

ce opened crim
inal proceedings against the 

FIFA
 president. O

n D
ec. 3, Lynch revealed 16 new

 
indictm

ents (but none against B
latter).

E
ven as the Feb. 26 election for a new

 FIFA
 

president approached, B
latter rem

ained defiant. 
O

n D
ec. 21, FIFA’s ethics com

m
ittee banned him

 
from

 soccer for eight years. T
he follow

ing day, he 
addressed the m

edia w
ith a large bandage on his 

right cheek—
he had recently undergone m

ole-
rem

oval surgery—
looking and sounding like a 

w
ounded, disturbed leader. “I am

 still the 
president,” he said. “E

ven if I am
 suspended, I am

 
still the president.”

Today Jared R
andall still tracks international 

leads. A
s he recently told a colleague, “I could 

spend m
y entire career on this one case.”

A
 source close to B

lazer’s fam
ily tells E

SP
N

 that 
these days he is bedridden in a hospital room

 in 
northern N

ew
 Jersey. W

ith a tube dow
n his 

throat, the FB
I’s m

ost im
portant w

itness is now
 

unable to speak, com
m

unicating by keyboard 
alone. T

his past N
ovem

ber, D
earie postponed 

B
lazer’s sentencing. Prosecutors say they m

ay  
still need him

 to testify. 

FORWARD

secrecy. W
hat is clear: H

e w
orked w

ith them
 for 

over a year after the L
ondon O

lym
pics, and his 

recordings allow
ed the Feds to expand their 

target list. “H
e w

as a w
ealth of inform

ation,” says 
a source close to the case. 

Just after 10 a.m
. on N

ov. 25, 2013, in the 
federal courthouse in B

rooklyn, U
.S. D

istrict 
Judge R

aym
ond J. D

earie ordered his courtroom
 

locked for a secret proceeding. R
andall and 

B
errym

an w
ere behind the closed doors, as w

as 
B

lazer, w
ho slouched in a w

heelchair beside the 
defendant’s table. 

L
ooking dow

n from
 the bench, D

earie asked 
B

lazer about his w
ell-being. “I have rectal cancer,” 

B
lazer said, according to unsealed court tran-

scripts. “I am
 being treated. I have gone through 

20 w
eeks of chem

otherapy, and I am
 looking 

pretty good for that. I am
 now

 in the process of 
radiation, and the prognosis is good.” 

A
fter w

ishing B
lazer luck, D

earie read the 
charges against him

: racketeering, m
oney 

laundering, tax evasion and the violation of 
several financial reporting law

s. It w
as a 

10
-count indictm

ent. In total, D
earie explained, 

the charges carried a m
axim

um
 term

 of 10
0

 years 
in prison. B

lazer pleaded guilty, and D
earie set 

his bond at $
10

 m
illion.

B
lazer then w

ent on to detail his crim
es:  

“I agreed w
ith other persons in or around 1992  

to facilitate the acceptance of a bribe in conjunc-
tion w

ith the selection of the host nation for the 
1998 W

orld C
up,” he said. “B

eginning in or 
around 20

0
4 and continuing through 2011, I  

and others on the F
IFA

 executive com
m

ittee 
agreed to accept bribes in conjunction w

ith the 
selection of South A

frica as the host nation for 
the 2010

 W
orld C

up.” 
R

andall had been investigating FIFA
 for three 

years, and his efforts had at last been validated: 
O

ne of the m
ost pow

erful m
en in soccer adm

itted 
in federal court w

hat no one else had been able to 
prove. FIFA’s leaders sold their pow

er. 

ON M
AY 27, 2015, L

oretta L
ynch—

in her new
  

role as U
.S. attorney general—

announced the 
indictm

ent of 14 defendants, m
ostly foreign 

nationals, in the F
IFA

 case that B
lazer had 

opened up. 
A

round the sam
e tim

e, and w
ith little fanfare, 

Sw
iss police, w

orking w
ith U

.S. federal agents, 
arrived at FIFA

 headquarters serving a search 
w

arrant. O
ver the next eight hours, they riffl

ed 
through files and carted out docum

ents relating to 
the 2018 and 2022 W

orld C
up bids. B

y w
eek’s 

end, Sepp B
latter announced his resignation but 

“YOU HAVE NO RIGHT 
TO QUESTION MY HONOR 
AND INTEGRITY!” 
FORM

ER FIFA PRESIDENT SEPP BLATTER TO SW
ISS INVESTIGATORS

The 2011 Gold Cup, an 
event organized by Blazer, 
indirectly led to Blatter’s 
fall from

 FIFA pow
er.


