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DOTTED 

LINE
I R I S  S L A P P E N D E L

WHY SUPPORT IS NEEDED IN CONTR ACT 
NEGOTIATIONS FOR FEMALE PROS

 W ho calls the tune? Riders, or the 
team they represent? On the 
surface, a team of six riders cycling 
with full commitment in a big race, 
doing their very best to represent 

their jersey, may suggest they are happy and being 
treated fairly and justly by their team. Not always. In 
the past year, The Cyclists’ Alliance, the union we run 
with a lot of volunteer help, has supported eight riders 
terminate their contracts and another 10 hold their 
team to account for unpaid wages or for some other 
contractual transgression. We also provided a contract 
review to another 10. This is the tip of the iceberg. 

While a big majority of riders in the men’s 
WorldTour are represented by an agent or can afford 
a lawyer, that’s far from the case in the women’s 
peloton. Very few have professional help in 
negotiating their contract. Many earn so little, their 
monthly income would be considered below the 
poverty line in most western European countries. So 
is it any surprise that most won’t get a lawyer or a UCI 
agent to review their contract for a percentage of the 
pittance they will eventually receive? I know of many 
riders who have signed a contract written in a language 
which they don’t even understand. 

Most riders I know, certainly when they start out, 
race on passion, enthusiasm and ambition. If a UCI-
registered team offers them a contract, they often 
sign it unquestioningly. There’s a cachet associated 
with riding for a UCI team, but that doesn’t guarantee 
that it will be professional and well-organised – or 
even safe. We only need to look at the case of 10 riders 
from the Belgian Health Mate Ladies Team, who have 
claimed they were exploited and in some cases abused 
by the general manager, Patrick Van Gansen.

That is not the whole picture or indeed the norm. 
Some teams – and I’m happy to say a growing number 
– are professionally organised and look after their 
riders well. And in a sport where money is tight, good 
experience might be more worthwhile to a young rider 
in the long term than a minimum salary right now.

This year, 46 teams registered with the UCI. They 
range from extremely well-run at the top, with 
comfortable budgets, to tiny teams that really don’t 
have the means or riders to compete in the top races. 

To address this disparity, next year a two-tier system 
similar to the men’s professional divisions will come 
into play. For 2020, five teams will apply to the UCI 
to become the first Women’s WorldTeam squads. 
In those teams riders can expect the good things 
mentioned above, plus a minimum salary of €15,000. 
They will have confidence that the team will abide by 
its contracts because the UCI will check out how those 
teams are managed, organised and financed. The year 
after, if there are enough candidate teams, there will 
be 10 WorldTour teams; in 2022, 15.

This is a positive sign and I welcome it. But I have 
concerns for riders in women’s Continental Teams. 
These squads will still lodge their application to 
become a UCI Continental Team with their national 
federation and that means some will be scrutinised 
well and others will simply be rubber-stamped 
without much thought at all. That makes it a lottery 
for the riders, and that’s a real worry.

It’s not all bad news. There are stronger regulations 
around maternity leave and rider insurance coming 
into force next year, too. I just hope the UCI’s focus on 
its new top level, which will attract the lion’s share of 
publicity, will not distract it from enforcing the rules 
that will make the working lives of the 350 or so riders 
outside it better. That’s why it’s crucial riders get to 
know what’s in their contract before they sign. If it’s 
viable, they should engage an agent or the family 
solicitor. If it’s not, visit our website or talk to us at 
The Cyclists’ Alliance. Knowledge really is power and 
it can save a lot of trouble down the line.
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