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ZURICH: As Brazil labors to prepare for next month’s World
Cup, FIFA secretary general Jerome Valcke got some wel-
come news ahead of schedule when his daughter was deliv-
ered three weeks early. After years of missed due dates in
preparation, the World Cup opens on June 12 in Sao Paulo
with some of the 12 stadiums largely untested. “I would not
say it’s not ready, but it’s not finished,” Valcke said of the
World Cup project at a briefing on Thursday. Valcke’s good
news came on May 1 when his daughter Valentina was born,
a rare early arrival during the troubled tournament planning.

“At least she arrived on time, three weeks before, so she’s
good,” the 53-year-old Frenchman quipped with reporters.
The Itaquerao Stadium in Sao Paulo, which will host the
Brazil-Croatia opener, has been seen as the symbol of the
host nation’s much-criticized efforts amid protests that
authorities are too focused on football and not the needs of
the people. The venue is late, expensive and within sight of
an occupation of private land by thousands of protesters who

claim they have been made homeless by rising rents in the
neighborhood.

With 14,000 guests, including invited heads of state, in
the 65,000-strong crowd for the opening match, the scrutiny
on Sao Paulo will be intense and likely unforgiving. “This is
why we need to have a level of operation which is perfect,”
Valcke said. Pressure on FIFA, local organizers and Brazil’s
infrastructure will not ease during a tough early match sched-
ule. There is Spain-Netherlands in Salvador and England-Italy
in the remote new Manaus arena, quickly followed by
Germany-Portugal in Salvador and Brazil-Mexico in Fortaleza.
“These stadiums will be used at 100 percent of capacity,”
Valcke said. Reflecting on seven official years of World Cup
work ahead of his May 18 departure to Brazil, Valcke accept-
ed that “many things” could have been done differently. “It is
difficult. Maybe we should have involved the Brazilian gov-
ernment before,” he said. Valcke said anti-government street
protests which marred the Confederations Cup last June will

likely return during the 31-day, 64-match World Cup.
However, political demonstrations and banners will not be
allowed inside stadiums and FIFA has acted to shield
President Dilma Rousseff from a repeat of the boos targeted
at her during the Confederations Cup opening ceremony in
Brasilia.

Rousseff and FIFA President Sepp Blatter will not make
speeches on June 12, though Valcke said they will jointly
present the trophy on July 13 at the Maracana Stadium in Rio
de Janeiro. Valcke said it was “naive” to think Brazilian people
would remain calm for as long as their team stays in the com-
petition. “It goes beyond that,” he said. “Reasons for being in
the streets in 2013 have not changed. There are social prob-
lems in Brazil. It will take time.” While the 2014 World Cup will
certainly be a commercial success for FIFA, Valcke has con-
cerns for fans who clamored for tickets in record numbers. “I
think that the biggest challenges will be for them,” he said. “It
will not be for the teams, it will not be for the officials.” —AP 

Brazil labors toward delivering WCup on time

BRASILIA: Brazil’s huge distances, shaky
infrastructure, security problems and vary-
ing climate have turned the World Cup
into a logistical nightmare for teams, offi-
cials and the media. But the secretary gen-
eral of world soccer’s governing body FIFA,
Jerome Valcke, admitted nobody will face
as many difficulties as the hundreds of
thousands of visiting fans who face high
prices for limited transport and hotel
options. Valcke warned that fans could not
just turn up in cities and sleep in their cars
or at camping sites as they did in Germany
eight years ago while they could not sim-
ply hop on trains to get from one place to
another because there aren’t any.

“The biggest challenge will be for
them,” Valcke told a group of international
news agency reporters. “It will not be for
the media, it will not be for the teams, it
will not be for the officials, it will be for the
fans. “I know it’s difficult to speak without

creating a number of problems...but my
message to the fans would be just make
sure you are organized when you go to
Brazil. “You cannot sleep on the beach,
firstly because it’s winter...Make sure you
organize your accommodation, you can-
not just arrive with a backpack and start
walking, there are no trains, you cannot
drive (from one venue to another).

“Don’t just turn up thinking it is in
Germany, that it’s easy to move around
the country. In Germany, you could sleep
in your car, you can’t do that (in Brazil).”
Brazil’s preparations have been plagued
by delays in building stadiums and other
infrastructure amid mounting public
anger at the cost. Critics say Brazilian
organizers have made life more difficult
than it should be by hosting the event in
12 cities around the country when eight
would have been enough. Valcke said
FIFA was persuaded to agree to so many

host cities by then Brazilian President Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva.

“How do you say (in advance) it is not
going to work?” said Valcke. “It’s true you
multiply the risk by having more stadiums.
But you face a situation where you have a
government and a president, at the time it
was Lula, who is explaining to you that
the...World Cup should be for the whole of
Brazil and not just limited to a few cities.
“He said that the last time Brazil had the
World Cup was in 1950, that this World
Cup is in a country which is in develop-
ment, that it is important to bring all the
people together and to bring this energy
to Brazil.” Former head of the local organ-
izing committee Ricardo Teixeira, who was
also a FIFA executive committee member
at the time, was equally persuasive, Valcke
added. “When it’s coming to the executive
committee from a fellow member, who
will say no?” he said. —Reuters

Fans face biggest challenge in Brazil

KUWAIT: Former Brazilian football player Ronaldo (center) and his partner Maria Beatriz Antony (right)
arrive to attend a press conference yesterday in Kuwait City. Ronaldo is on a visit to Kuwait to inaugurate a
championship of Kuwaitis supporting various European football clubs. —Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

Playing on left once a 
‘risky game’ in Brazil

RIO DE JANEIRO: As Brazil considers reviewing military era
amnesty laws, former footballers have recalled how, even in
the days of Pele, the 1964-1985 dictatorship regarded the
game as a tool to keep popular revolt in check. Next month,
Brazil will embark on their quest for a sixth World Cup crown
in a country where the cost of the event has angered many
and where the relationship between the game, the fans and
politicians has been a balancing act down the years. The
‘Selecao’ won their first World Cup in 1958 and added anoth-
er in 1962, just two years before the generals seized power.

For Afonso Celso Garcia Reis, better known as Afonsinho
and a former midfielder with Rio de Janeiro side Botafogo,
football and politics were difficult to reconcile in those days.
Strong leftist views marked him out. So, too, did a flowing
beard which the authorities dubbed a sign of dangerous
non-conformism. Though he won domestic titles, a national
side picked by a confederation stocked with military place-
men ensured Afonsinho never wore the national colors. “I
had principles and paid a price,” Afonsinho said. “They
labelled me a possible leader of a subversive movement,”
reminisced the white-haired 66 year-old. 

Bosman forerunner 
At the height of the dictatorship, Afonsinho entered pop-

ular culture as the subject of a Gilberto Gil ballad, Meio do
Campo, and the focus of an Oswaldo Caldeira film, Passe
Livre. The film highlighted how Afonsinho, decades before
the Jean-Marc Bosman case revolutionized the European
transfer system for out-of-contract players, in 1971 became
the first player under the regime to negotiate himself a
move. Botafogo had frozen him out and he won a court case
for the right to move on. Caldeira told AFP his film on the
“capitalist exploitation of football, which is so dear to our
people” sought to showcase a player “who was not just
fighting for his own interests but who wanted to change
society and fight injustice.”

Afonsinho explained: “Football meant so much to me. But
I was socially engaged during that tough period. “Thankfully,
I had another career to fall back upon,” said the psychiatric
doctor-who, as a mere club player never earned the status of
another Brazilian footballing medical man, the late Socrates,
star of Brazil’s 1982 vintage. Writer Joao Maximo, author of
the history of the Maracana Stadium, explained in a Rio
debate on how football fared under the dictatorship that
“the influence of the military regime extended far into foot-
ball.

“To cheer for the team was almost to cheer for the
regime. But there was such passion for the game that people
put everything else to the back of their minds,” said Maximo
of an era which saw the military pull the strings all the way
to the dugout and the dressing room. Former Botafogo
coach Joao Saldanha led the national team to the 1970
World Cup in Mexico but was cast aside in favor of Mario
Zagallo, who duly led Brazil to glory. Saldanha had refused
to bow to demands of then-president Emilio Garrastazu
Medici on squad selection and, as a known Communist sym-
pathizer, his fate was sealed. Today, Afonsinho says “football
helped the military in that it gave people something to hold
onto.” —AFP


