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INTRODUCTION

In early 2020, as we know, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a new
pandemic. The virus responsible for spreading COVID-19 has plagued all parts of the
planet and caused intense transformations in different spheres of society (Martins
etal, 2021).

The sports sector has suffered significantly due to social changes imposed by
the pandemic (Hammerschmidt et al.,, 2021). At first, the main action taken by sport
leagues and championships around the globe was to suspend training and
competitions. For example, the 2020 Olympic Games, in Tokyo, were postponed
(Taku & Arai, 2020). Besides, matches in the European Champions League and in
national soccer championships, such as in Brazil, Italy, and England, were suspended
(Drewes, Daumann & Follert, 2020).

Leagues and teams were forced to adapt to these changes, so that some
sports competitions could be held in compliance with strict protocols designed to
reduce transmission of the virus. Under the conditions of these protocols, it was
possible to resume competitions, support the financial recovery of clubs and
leagues, and limit the infection rates among athletes and staff. For instance, the NBA
managed to create a sort of ‘bubble’ for all players and teams, so that they could
carry on with the 2020 season (Vaudreuil etal., 2021).

Most sports championships in Brazil were suspended in March 2020
(Boschilia, Moraes & Marchi Junior, 2020). According to Agéncia Brasil (2020), on
March 20, 2020, the last state soccer championship stilll in course was interrupted.
Therefore, professional soccer activities in the country were completely stopped.
Most of the regional competitions were resumed in July. The idea was finishing them
as soon as possible. The Brazilian Soccer League, which is the main soccer
competition in the country, was resumed on August 8, 2020, almost 4 months after
its official kick-off. The season was concluded only at the end of February 2021.

However, not all the leagues that resumed their matches managed to ensure
thel:due preventive measures against the virus. Therefore, the aim of this text is to
distuss the impact of COVID -19 on the 2020 season of the Brazilian Soccer League.

SPORTS AND COVID-19

The advent of the COVID -19 pandemic and its impacts on society, which includes
the sports field, led to the emergence of a research agenda (Evans et al, 2020). Due
to the scientific urgency of knowing the impacts of the pandemic and the
perspectives imposed by this new context, several research efforts have been made
in different areas of sports sciences.

Among the studies already developed, those that have a stronger connection
with aspects directly related to health can be highlighted. As an example, there are
studies that analyze the influence of physical exercise on the clinical condition
caused by COVID-19 (Dwyer et al, 2020; Crisafulli & Pagliaro, 2020). Another
perspective is the analysis of the effects and sequelae presented by athletes who
have been infected by the virus (Baggish et al,, 2020; Rajpal et al,, 2020). >

Through a more sociocultural viewpoint, we can mention studies that
analyze the impact of the pandemic and its restrictions on sports| economy
management (Parnell et al., 2021). Beyond the financial health of clubs and leagues,
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there are also studies that sought to analyze a more micro-sociological dimension
by focusing on the effects felt by the players, not only regarding their performance
in competitions, but also at thg economic, training, and psychosocial levels (Bowes,
Lomax & Piasecki, 2020).

Some researchers have also investigated how sports activities were resumed.
In this context, some studies presented methods and protocols to be followed (Mohr
etal, 2020; Castagna etal,, 2020), while others analyzed the procedures adopted by
leagues and championships (Meyer et al., 2021).

In light of the foregoing, seeking to enhance information and qualify the
discussions regarding the recent or, perhaps, momentaryL research agenda on
COVID-19, we aim to discuss the contamination of Braziliah soccer players after
resuming the main national soccer league.

CONSEQUENCESFACED BY SOCCER IN THE PANDEMIC
After the first public pandemic-related decrees were published, the Brazilian Soccer
Confederation (CBF) suspended the main soccer league in the country. After a few
months, the Brazilian Soccer League was resumed, in August 2020.

For the first time in history, all matches were held with no fans in th
stadiums. Additional measures were taken to minimize the risk of transmission,
including protocols for personal hygiene, wearing masks, distance from the field,
and regular tests for the diagnosis of COVID-19 (CBF, 2020). However, despite the
measures suggested by CBF and all the adaptations required, 302 out of 653 (46.2%)
players eligible to compete for theLZ(J clubs registered in the first division of the
league ended up being infected by the virus during the 2020 season. ™.
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Figure 1. Number of athletes infected per team.

The data show a different reality from that disclosed by a CBF report on the
effectiveness of the protective measures among players. According to the report, the
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positivity rate among soccer players in the league in question was 3.1% of the
11,51ﬂ tests performed (CBF, 2021). However, each player underwent multiple
examinations over the course of 38 rounds in the competition, and this is why the
data brought by the report are deceptive.

These results are far from those of the German soccer league, in which only 22
players tested positive for COVID-19 by the end of season| (Meyer et al., 2021). Yet,
the Brazilian scenario is similar, even in g distant reality, to the data presented by
the Premier League (England), which, from August 2020 to April 2021, had 256
positive results for COVID-19, including players and the coaching staff (Premier
League, 2021).

It is important to mention that, in the Brazilian League, 18 people were
infected among over 600 members of the coaching staff, which corresponds to less
than 3%. However, this rate refers to all the people identified by the clubs as
members of the coaching staff, which includes all the professions involved in a
soccer competition. However, not all of them stay around the field during matches,
and it is unknown whether they are included in the data provided by CBF.

According to CBF (2021), an analysis of clinical records shows that there was
no evidence of contamination through interactions during matches. Yet, it is
important to note that the preventive measures requested from clubs did not
include isolating their players in certain areas. Therefore, they were able to
approach or have physical contact with members of the clubs and people from the
external community, who could be vectors of the virus.

That was not something unexpected, since soccer players in Brazil were seen
at parties and nightclubs during the period of social restrictions (Globo Esporte,
2020).

All this information combined with data on the distribution of infected
individuals per club show that the control measures within the clubs had more
influence in terms of transmission than those measures related to the matches. In
other words, the strictness of the clubs’ internal control accounts for much of the
discrepant result among them, since some teams had 26 athletes infected, whereas
others had only three.

In addition to the data presented, it is important to highlight that Brazil still
ranks as a country of great inequality, and that situation has been even worsened by
the pandemic.}ﬂother aspect is that Brazilian public policies to fight COVID-19 have
presented weaknesses. The data disclosed in this short communication refers to the
highest elite of national soccer, where teams' structure includes medical
departments, which is not the case of teams from lower or regional divisions.

REPORTS ON THE INFECTED

None of the 302 cases of players infected in the Brazilian Soccer League required
hospitalization. However, their physical conditions for performance in professional
soccer were affected either by the interruption of their training routine or by the
consequences of the virus. lirthe former case, an athlete stated the following ‘During
the second half, my pace was unstable. That's because | spent ten days inside my
house doing nothing, since I couldn't go out’ (Matheus Henrique, 2021). Regarding
the latter case, another player said ‘It was very difficult to get back to work. I felt




Indonesian Journal of Sport Management
Author 1, Author 2, Volume (No), Year, pp|

very tired until | reached my level again. | think it was about 30 days’ (Everton being
interviewed by Viana, Branco & Maleson, 2021).

However, the experience of the members of the coaching staff was different,
because these people were older than the players were. Thus, they were at a higher
risk. A coaching staff member reported the following about his infection:

I left the hospital 33 pounds thinner. I lost a lot of muscle mass and it
directly impacted my motor coordination. So, | couldn't stand up. At the
most critical moment of my clinical condition, I had a lot of
hallucinations. I thought I had been cremated from the waist down, and
that they were preparing my funeral (Hugo Paulista interviewed by
Viana, Branco & Maleson, 202 1].\

Cuca Was_another coaching staff member who was contaminated by the
coronavirus and faced complications.\'Fhe coach of one of the greatest Brazilian
soccer clubs, Santos, was hospitalized and spent 6 days in an intensive care unit
(ESPN, 2021). The disease affected both his physical and mental conditions. Even
though there are no records of hospitalization of soccer players, it is not known
whether those who have already been contaminated will have problems or not.
Eventual occurrences could include heart and respiratory problems. Thus, it is
important to follow up the athletes during the following months (Baggish et al,
2020; Rajpal et al., 2020).

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

During the pandemic, major sports competitions had their activities suspended,
postponed, or even concluded in different parts of the world. After months, Brazilian
soccer activities were resumed in the middle of 2020, with social distancing and a
set of precautionary sanitary measures. One of the most noticeable measures has
been the absence of spectators at the| stadiums.

However, not even the restrictive measures adopted inside the stadiums
were enough to stop the spread of the virus within the Brazilian soccer community.
Unfortunately, those measures have been limited to the competition environment.
Anyhow, itis the responsibility of all clubs, as well as the athletes themselves, to care
for their health, even though both the economic power of the clubs and the local
culture have a great negative influence on this scenario.
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