Author Alex Barros on the history of futsal in Brazil;

The prodigal son of Football’s Brazilian offspring is futsal, which has been so
successful that is estimated to be the most practised game in the country — more than
football itself. Futsal is five-a-side indoor football played on a basketball-sized court,
with twenty minutes each half and small ball. Players need t be very fast, versatile and
have great domination of the ball. Futsal looks like a cross between ice hockey and
football. The ball, which rarely bounces, is passed around like a spherical puck. The
game is eulogised as having nurtured several of the most gifted Brazilian footballers,
such as Rivelinho and Zico. It is regraded as an incubator of the Brazilian soul.

The idea of kicking a ball around a basketball court was first had by a Uruguayan,
Juan Carlos Ceriani, at the Montevideo YMCA in the 1930’s. But it took his Brazilian
colleagues at the Sao Paolo YMCA to formalise the game into a sport. Since a regular
football was too bouncy, the Brazilian’s experimented with smaller balls weighted
with sawdust, cork and horsehair. Futebol de saldo, or ‘drawing room football’, as it
was known before the abbreviation futsal stuck, was nicknamed the ‘sport of the
heavy ball’.

The first futsal federation was founded in Rio in 1954. Before 1959, when the
different state federations unified their rules, futsal spawned some of the oddest
practises of any contact sport. In some games, futsal players were not allowed to
speak. Any utterance would in a foul. Fans too, for a short period, were not allowed to
make any noise. But the silliest rule stipulated that players were not allowed to play
the ball while a hand was touching the floor. This meant that if someone was knocked
over, or tripped up, he would avoid using his hand for support — since this would rule
him out of play. Players twisted their bodies to try and land on their backs, fronts,
shoulders and heads. The rule was reportedly abolished when a medical paper showed
that due to the large number of broken arms and dislocated shoulders, futsal was the
most dangerous sport in Brazil.

In 1971, the International Federation of Futebol de saldo, or Fifusa, was set up in Sao
Paulo. In 1989, the sport was taken over by FIFA, coining the name futsal and
splitting with Fifusa. Since then futsal has flourished worldwide. More than 160
countries applied to enter the 2000 World Championship.

In Brazil a professional league has existed since 1996, although a grey professional
has existed since the 1960s when the best players would be paid hefty ‘expenses’.
Now, the top futsal players earn as much as some footballers. Manoel Tobias, Brazil’s
highest paid futsal athlete, is estimated to have an annual income will in excess of
2100,000. The sport has grown like a jungle weed. The Brazilian Futsal
Confederation (CBFS) has registered about 160,000 new players since 1991 to play in
amateur leagues.

‘Futsal is the sport now that gives most alegria— happiness — to Brazilians,’ says
Vincente Figueiredo, the author of History of Futebol de Salddrazil dominates the
world scene. ‘Out of thirty-eight international competitions, Brazil has won thirty-
five.’
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