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Festina trial

acing cycllsts from top teams like Festina seemed to have
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superhuman -energy and endurance yet they rarely tested pomt;ve

ror drugs that might give a compehtzve edge It all seemed too good to-

be true; and it was. The plot started to unravel in 1998 when custom_s_-_-

officers stopped a team masseur on his way to the Tour de France.

To spectarors at a cycle race, the platoon of

leading riders is a technicolour streak of
lycra and spinning spokes They are in

sight only for an iascanc, just long enough -
to grab drinks from their soigneurs—

masseurs and minders—before
disappearing around the next corner. To
- see them as anything other than a blur,
_ you have to wai at the finishing line—
~ preferably on a hilltop. Exhausted the
competitors seem suddenl), inful
human. But when they get off. exr\blkes,
a different kind of sport begms L

Passing
The cycling superher
dope-test carav
to pee intoa bo

and
chosen few file into the caravan to be tested.

the drugs’dno"s_upp!ying them t :

body, is v:gllant abour drugs such as human
growth hormone, -amphetamines, painkillers,
PO (see box on npposue page). The

The UCI leaves nothmg to chance: the
cyclists are observed constan;ly, and they
have to strip, so that they have no clothes

in which to hide bogus urine samples. =

And yet inside the cé:avan there have
sometimes been perfotmances that would
befit a conjuros more than a cyalist. A
racer with s ling :e hide*would wear

a condom fi
ealed u.s, the narrow: cube
n his iEgs was dusced

_ WILLY VOET A

Agc 54 at the t:me of the trigl, Willy Voer had once

by the drugs he takes.” As iong as a few

riders tooke drugs, the &

he riders would ger.
ith their massage
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5pnrt wrh as r:vr:img, chame they bnost

the flow of oxygen to overtaxed leg

muscles, keeping them going longer.
Injecting synthetic EPO provides cyelists

with this vital boost, with the added

advantage that the drug.is undetectable.

It isn't harmless, though: high fevels of

red cells literally thicken the blood,

raising the risk of thrombosis. In

the absence of a test for the d

the UCI decided

for haematocrit, the proportion

This was why, one
'Weciucsday 1‘!101‘1‘{11':4;J
in July. 1998 Willy
‘Voet had a couple of
cold boxes of drugs
bebind the passenger
| sear _f the Festina team
caras he crossed the
Belgium-France border. He
ftad taken a minor road, and
when a uniformed figure
stepped out ghead of him, his
first reaction was suirprise.
Slowing to a halt, he saw a white
an parked nearby, and surprise
urned to panic: Four more
‘ustoms men approached;
arrounding his car.

FCLING STAR
#ough the case dented the reputotion of
renque, his papularity meant he was gble to
fumn ta the sport as o professional in 2001.
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“Anyching to declare?” Shaking, Voer

_replied, “Not really, just vicamins for the

riders.” One of the officers reached into
the box behind the passenger sear, “And
these?” Voet squirmed. “1 don't know.
Souff o help the riders recover, I think.
They drove to the customs post, and
asked him the same question again, this
rime lining up rows of bottles, vials,
and brown balls on the desk in front of

him. Voet's answer was the same, so the

officers sent the boxes away for analysm

_.__m a laboratory

By Eriday, the results had come

 back: human growth hormone, EPQ,

testosterone. Willy Voert at first eried

_ ta protect his'friends and ml[eagw:s at -

Festina by clalmmg that the drugs were
for his own use. When he realized this was

ridiculous, the story came tumbling out.

All the }vay _ta the top

the C}chsrs, mdudmg the
. team iea_gle_r and star

T'hé -izi;rial

Pestina was
devastating
enough: they

.

o Vitenque’s teain derailed when the trial
* ended. just before Christmas 2000.

~+ The remainder of che defendants did not
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were disqualified from the race. Worse
was to come. When Voet finally appeared
in court to answer charges of supplying the
drugs, he was nor alone. Also facing the
judge were the ream’s manager, Bruno
Roussel, cthe doctor, Erik Rijkaerr, Virenque
(the only rider on trial), and six others.
Right up to the starr of the trial,
Virenque strongly denied raking drugs.

- But after damning evidence to the

concrary he too confessed: “Ir was not
cheating,” he said. "It was like a train
going away from me. If [ didn't get on
it, I would be lefr behind.”

End of the line

Though he was acquitted, the UCI barred
him from ndmg But due to his popularicy,
this didn’c last long, and he was able to

become a professional rider again in 2001.

get off as lightly, receiving fines and
suspended prison sentences. The Festina

“affair raccled che world of cycling, buriris

doubtful whether it had any lasting effece.
As the Tous weaves through the French
countryside each yeat, the riders scill-flash
past so fast it’s difficule to believe they re
powered by muscles alone.

DRUG CAR Y
Voet suspects customs officers were tipped
off. and his team cor made him

a conspicuous target.




