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BANGKOK: It took just 30 minutes for
Leicester City’s Thai billionaire owner to
decide to buy the English soccer club in
2010. It now looks like an inspired invest-
ment. The club was struggling in English
soccer’s second tier at the time. It has
since won promotion to the premiership,
and, remarkably, sits at the very top of
the world’s richest league with over half
the season gone.

Manchester United, Manchester City
and Arsenal are all chasing hard, but in
one of the sport’s biggest surprises of
recent years, the giants of the national
game can’t catch a team that many had
expected to be dragged into a relegation
scrap.

For the owner, duty free magnate
Vichai Srivaddhanaprabha, the priority is
to ensure the club from central England
and its supporters do not get carried
away. And while his son and club vice
chairman, Aiyawatt, prefers to keep dis-
cussions on soccer and money separate,
Leicester’s ascent brings with it plenty of
business opportunities.

“Anything can happen, so we need to
keep our feet on the ground,” said
Aiyawatt, who runs the club from
“behind the scenes” while his father
makes strategic decisions.

“It doesn’t just depend on us,” he told
Reuters in Bangkok.  “The big teams are
not doing well ... That’s why middle or
small teams can make some difference.
This season is a bit unusual, but it’s quite
good for football in England.”

It could also be good for King Power,

the travel retail company Vichai founded
in 1989 that employs more than 10,000
people, dominates major airports in
Thailand and has branched into restau-
rants, hotels and solar power.

Vichai,  a self-made businessman
whose personal fortune is estimated by
Forbes at $3 bill ion, wants to use
Leicester’s growing international appeal
to boost Thai brands abroad via a new
online business under development.

“People around the world know this
website through Leicester City Football
Club which several billion people watch
closely already,” Vichai told reporters
recently. “We will use this channel to
make our website known.”

King Power is aiming for revenues of
85 billion baht ($2.4 billion) in 2016, a 25
percent increase from 68 billion baht last
year, although the www.kingpoweron-
line.com website is still only a small part
of that.

WHERE DID IT ALL GO RIGHT?
Leicester’s performance means the

100 million pounds or so ($140 million)
that Vichai and his family have poured
into the club so far will reap dividends
more quickly.

With premiership survival all but
guaranteed, Leicester can plan ahead on
surer footing.

Next season will bring the biggest
payday yet for Premier League clubs
thanks to a record-breaking 5.1 billion
pound television deal with Sky and BT
that runs from 2016 to 2019.

Champions Chelsea received 99 mil-
lion pounds last season while even
fourth-placed Manchester United
secured a payout of 96.8 million.

A finish in the top four means a tilt at
the Champions League, qualification for
which is estimated to be worth another
40 million pounds.

“We are getting a significant amount
of international attention and are on the
radar of more international companies,”
said Ian Flanagan, Leicester City’s com-
mercial director. “We are the good news
story of the Premier League this year.”

Aiyawatt, nicknamed “Top”, puts the
success down to old-fashioned family
values. “It’s the culture that we brought
to the team,” he said, when asked to
explain Leicester’s improvement.

“It’s the Thai culture. We give our time
to the staff, the players, and to the man-
ager. We try to manage it like a family, try
to listen to the problems of every single
member of staff.”

The owners have avoided supporters’
animosity that marked some foreign for-
ays into English soccer, including the
purchase of Manchester United by the
Glazers from the United States.

Another wealthy Thai, ousted prime
minister Thaksin Shinawatra, took over
Manchester City between 2007 and
2008. Although he reportedly sold it at a
profit, his involvement was cut short and
he was sentenced to prison for graft.
Thaksin lives in self-imposed exile and
maintains his innocence.

There have also been canny player

signings and managerial appointments
at Leicester, whose success has helped it
make up ground on traditional soccer
powerhouses in Thailand.

On the rooftop of a Bangkok shop-
ping complex during Leicester’s recent
match against Liverpool, about 200 peo-
ple gathered to follow the game.

“I’m very proud to see them grow to
this level,” said 39-year-old Tanaporn
Meesrisom, who was in the crowd.

“The fan base will definitely grow. I
used to be a Liverpool fan, but now I’m
rooting for Leicester to win the champi-
onship.”

SELF-MADE MAN
According to an interview last year in

a local luxury magazine, Vichai, one of
Thailand’s top 10 richest men, studied in
Taiwan and the United States as a child.

His interest in the duty free business
began during his school days in Taiwan,
because flights back to Thailand stopped
over in Hong Kong.

“As I grew up I saw duty free business-
es from all over the world. I found it an
interesting business ... so I said to myself I
might be able to do it,” Vichai told Praew
Magazine.

He began as an agent for luxury
brands before investing in a duty free
business in Hong Kong that he eventual-
ly acquired.

According to Praew, he developed
contacts at home and won lucrative con-
cessions to run duty free shops from
Airports of Thailand, the mainstay of his

private company.
The country ’s k ing bestowed on

Vichai and his family a new surname, an
act seen as a great honour in the
Southeast Asian country where the
monarch is highly revered.

Vichai’s passion for sport, particularly
polo and soccer, led him to England and
a shirt sponsorship with Leicester City.
He came then to acquire the club for a
reported 39 million pounds.

“The day that we bought the team, I
can say that we made a 30-minute deci-
sion,” said Aiyawatt. “It’s something that
we love. We went to the stadium, and we
loved the crowd.”

The first big leap for the club and its
owners came in 2014, with promotion to
the top division after a 10-year absence.

“Money-wise, that would only come
when we were in the Premier League so
we pushed a lot of money, time and
effort to make it happen,” Aiyawatt
recalled.

An equally tough test will be to turn
this season’s early form into more lasting
success for Leicester and rivals who have
sprung surprises and added to the
League’s appeal.

“The nature of this season’s Premier
League has led to a number of interna-
tional companies taking greater interest
in clubs outside the established elite,
which I’m sure will present opportunities
those clubs can seek to maximise,” said
commercial director Flanagan. “Whether
this trend continues in future seasons
remains to be seen.” —Reuters

Thai owners chase gold and glory after Leicester’s remarkable run

CARLISLE: Everton’s Argentinian defender Ramiro Funes Mori (R) challenges Carlisle United’s English striker Alex Gilliead (L) during the English
FA Cup fourth round football match between Carlisle United and Everton at Brunton Park, in Carlisle, north west England, yesterday. — AFP

MILAN: Gonzalo Higuain hit his 22nd goal in
as many Serie A games to keep his record-
chasing quest intact yesterday as Napoli
reclaimed top spot with a 5-1 drubbing of
Empoli.  Champions Juventus had earlier
gone top with a 4-0 rout of Chievo in Verona
where Alvaro Morata hit a brace to take his
goals tally to four this week after netting
twice in a 3-0 Cup semi-final win over Inter
Milan.  But Napoli, bidding for their first
league crown since Diego Maradona’s heyday
at the club in 1990, restored their two-point
advantage to further underline their ‘scudet-
to’ credentials.

Napoli now sit top on 50 points, two
ahead of Juventus and eight in front of
Fiorentina after La Viola failed to break down
Genoa in a scoreless stalemate at the Luigi
Ferraris.

It means Inter Milan, one point behind
Paulo Sousa’s men in fourth, can move up to
third place with a win away to AC Milan in the
city derby at the San Siro in yesterday’s late
fixture.

“We started well, but it wasn’t easy to
come back from their opener because from
their last seven away games Empoli have won
four times,” Napoli coach Maurizio Sarri told
media afterwards.

“We went on to fix things in the end
because the lads had the right attitude. “But
now we have to look to Wednesday when we
play Lazio, and hopefully we’ll get it right
again.” As Napoli target a first title in 26 years,
Higuain is chasing Serie A’s all-time record of
35 goals scored in a single, 20-team league
season, set by AC Milan forward Gunnar
Nordahl in 1950.

With 16 games remaining, the Argentinian
international is not slowing down although
he was replaced halfway during the second
half when he received treatment after land-
ing heavily from a mid-air clash.  After Empoli
‘keeper Lukasz Skorupski parried an early
chance from Higuain, the San Paolo was
stunned into silence when Leandro Paredes’s

free kick took a wicked deflection to leave
Reina wrong-footed in the Napoli net on the
half hour. But the goal served only to spur
Napoli into life and when Insigne burst down
the left minutes later, the diminutive play-
maker had time to pick out Higuain, who
nodded past Skorupski from close range.
Napoli won a free kick four minutes later and
Insigne stepped up to curl the ball past
Skorupski to give the hosts a 37th minute
lead, taking his own personal tally in the
league to 10.

The half ended on a sour note after Elseid
Hysaj and Allan were both cautioned for
fouls, ruling them out of the midweek clash
with Lazio.  But Napoli were unstoppable
after the interval, Jose Callejon playing a role
in all three goals on his way to a personal
double.  Napoli stretched their lead to 3-1
seven minutes after the restart when Michele
Camporese deflected Callejon’s delivery past
Skorupski at the keeper’s near post.

The two-goal cushion was enough for
Sarri, who spent two years at Empoli prior to
succeeding Rafael Benitez at Napoli,  to
replace Higuain with Manolo Gabbiadini 20
minutes from the end, with Dries Mertens
replacing Insigne three minutes later.

It proved a judicious move, Mertens turn-
ing provider with a great curling delivery for
Callejon to poke the ball past Skorupski at his
back post seven minutes from time.

With two minutes on the clock, Callejon
struck his second when the ball fell kindly
and his angled strike sneaked inside the near
post.  Earlier, Juventus coach Massimiliano
Allegri was quick to play down his side’s title
hopes despite equalling a club record of 12
consecutive wins.  “There are still 16 games
left and lots of points to play for so it’s far
from over,” Allegri told Sky Sport.

“It’s the players who go out there and play,
they win the games and I’m only there to lend
a hand. “To me, records don’t matter. What’s
the point of winning 20 in a row if it  doesn’t
win you the title.” — AFP

Higuain hits 22nd goal as 

Napoli reclaim top spot

Everton spoil Carlisle’s 

big day in the FA Cup
CARLISLE: Carlisle United had dreamed of an FA
Cup fairytale back at their Brunton Park home that
had been so heavily damaged in December’s floods,
but Everton ruined the fourth tier side’s big day
with a comprehensive 3-0 win in the fourth round
yesterday.

It was an emotional occasion for Carlisle follow-
ing the devastation wrought by Storm Desmond
which had left much of the Cumbrian city deluged,
including the football stadium, where water rose as
high as the crossbars.

Following a major relief effort, with players,
management and staff helping with the clean-up as
the club were forced to play away from home,
Carlisle had returned to League Two action at a
newly-relaid Brunton Park last week.  Still, every-
one’s thoughts remained on their money-spinning,
glamour Cup tie against five-time winners Everton,
seeking their first final success in the old competi-
tion since 1995.  Yet their hopes of achieving an
upset befitting of the occasion in front of a sold-out
crowd were doused within two minutes as Aaron
Lennon swept down the right wing and crossed low
for Arouna Kone to tap home the simplest of goals.
When the rampant Lennon cut past a static defend-
er to fire home a second after 14 minutes, a long
afternoon looked in prospect for the home side but
Carlisle held out until a brilliant 65th minute Ross
Barkley strike from the edge of the penalty area
made it 3-0.

Everton manager Roberto Martinez told BT
Sport afterwards: “We knew that you can allow
these games to be very complicated. I thought we
dealt with it with an incredible professionalism.

The start of the game allowed us to control the
rest of it.  “The fourth round of the FA Cup always
brings excitement. I thought we played well and
controlled the threat that Carlisle can bring.”

Everton missed out on the chance of a Wembley
final in the League Cup when they lost the second
leg of their semi-final to Manchester City on
Wednesday, going out 4-3 on aggregate, but
Lennon is eyeing some FA Cup glory.

“We knew we had to get back to winning ways
and fast. We had to get over Wednesday’s disap-
pointment and we are in the draw later today,” he
said.

The fourth round was being completed later
with Chelsea playing at Championship side (second
tier) Milton Keynes Dons ahead of the fifth round
draw yesterday evening. — Reuters

NAPLES: Napoli’s Argentinian-French forward Gonzalo Higuain kicks the ball during
the Italian Serie A football match SSC Napoli vs Empoli FC yesterday at the San Paolo
stadium in Naples. — AFP

MILAN: Juventus clocked up their 12th suc-
cessive Serie A win yesterday when they
swept aside Chievo 4-0 away in a hopelessly
one-sided encounter.  Alvaro Morata set
Juventus on their way with two first-half goals
before Alex Sandro and inspirational midfield-
er Paul Pogba added two more in the second
half. The win left Juventus, who are aiming for
a fifth successive title, with 48 points from 22
games, one ahead of Napoli who began the
weekend as leaders and are at home to
Empoli later on Sunday (1400 GMT).

It also equalled their record number of con-
secutive league wins in a single season.
Juventus needed only six minutes to take the
lead when Stephan Lichtsteiner’s low cross
found Morata at the far post and the Spaniard
tapped in from close range.  Morata, who
scored twice in the Wednesday’s 3-0 Italian
Cup win over Inter Milan, took his tally to four

in a week with another tap-in six minutes
before the break after Paulo Dybala and Sami
Khedira combined to carve open the Chievo
defence.  Juve’s spluttering start to the season,
which included a 1-1 draw at home to Chievo,
was a distant memory as they continued to
dominate the game after the break.

They added a third in the 61st minute
when Lichtsteiner played a one-two with
Dybala and fed the ball to Pogba who in turn
played it into the path of Alex Sandro, who
rifled it home emphatically.

Pogba completed the rout when he col-
lected the ball just outside the area, weaved
his way past two defenders and side-footed a
low shot past exasperated Chievo goalkeeper
Albano Bizzarri. The Frenchman was denied a
second goal by the crossbar in stoppage time
after a stunning piece of control to bring
down a long pass out of defence. — Reuters

Juve thump Chievo for 

12th league win in a row

VERONA: Juventus’ team jump to celebrate at the end of the Serie A football match
between Chievo Verona and Juventus at Bentegodi Stadium in Verona yesterday. — AFP 

MADRID: Gary Neville’s terrible La Liga run
since taking charge of Valencia continued as
Los Che lost 1-0 to Sporting Gijon yesterday,
the team’s first home defeat since November
2014.

Antonio Sanabria’s penalty five minutes
into the second-half handed Sporting their
first away win since October as Valencia paid
for missing a host of clear-cut chances, most
notably through captain Alvaro Negredo.

Neville has now not won in eight league
games since taking charge last month.

Victory moves Sporting out of the relega-
tion zone up to 16th with Valencia now just

six points off the drop zone in 12th.
Boosted by their progression to the semi-

finals of the Copa del Rey in midweek,
Valencia had started brightly as Sofiane
Feghouli blasted over from a good position
before Andre Gomes’s powerful drive was
parried by Ivan Cuellar.

However, they were made to pay for one
moment of rash indiscipline as Danilo clipped
Jony as he broke into the box and Sanabria
converted the resulting penalty for his 10th
goal of the season. Australian international
Matt Ryan then made a fine save from Jony’s
free-kick to keep Valencia in the game.— AFP

Sporting Gijon pile 

misery on Valencia


