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KABUL: Kicking a bright yellow football
on a gravel-covered Kabul hilltop, an
Afghan boy whose pictures in a plastic
Lionel Messi jersey went viral evinced
excitement yesterday at the prospect of
meeting the Barcelona star.

Five-year-old Murtaza Ahmadi shot to
global fame after his brother posted pic-
tures of him dressed in the blue-and-
white-striped plastic shirt with Messi’s
name scrawled in marker pen on
Facebook in mid-January.

Murtaza idolises the Argentine soccer
star but a jersey of his favourite player is
beyond the means of his poor family in

the Taleban insurgency-hit province of
Ghazni near Kabul.

The Afghanistan Football Federation
(AFF) yesterday said Messi was in contact
with them to arrange a meeting with
Murtaza as soon as possible, though no
date or venue has so far been finalised.

“I want to meet Messi, spend time
with him, I love the way he plays foot-
ball,” the boy told AFP during a visit to
Kabul yesterday with his family.

“I love him very, very much,” he said,
his cheeks flushed with excitement. AFF
said it was working to see whether Messi
could visit Afghanistan or the five-year-

old could travel to Spain or meet his idol
in a third country.

Setting up a meeting in Afghanistan,
in the grip of a fierce Taleban insurgency,
is fraught with security challenges. The
Spanish embassy in Kabul told AFP it
would do whatever possible to facilitate
a meeting in a European destination.

A source close to Messi’s entourage
said they could neither confirm nor deny
the speculation regarding a possible
meeting. “We will work towards making
his wishes come true,” the source said,
adding that a jersey would be sent to the
five-year-old.

‘LITTLE MESSI’ 
Photos of the boy wearing the impro-

vised Messi jersey-made from grocery
bags discarded by their neighbour-has
touched a chord with football fans
around the world. 

And it has earned Murtaza the sobri-
quet “little Messi” on social media.
Murtaza’s father, a poor farmer in
Ghazni’s Jaghori district, admitted he
could not afford to buy him a replica jer-
sey. “He insisted many times to buy him a
Messi jersey but it is too expensive for
me,” Mohammad Arif Ahmadi told AFP.

As members of the historically perse-

cuted Hazara community, Ahmadi said
an opportunity to meet Messi would
bring a glimmer of hope to their lives.
“We live in an area surrounded by Taliban
and Islamic State jihadists. We face lots of
daily struggles,” he said. “If a poor boy
like my son manages to meet Messi, it
will be a proud moment not just for us
but all of Afghanistan.” Sport was rarely
played under Taliban rule, and the foot-
ball stadium in Kabul was a notorious
venue for executions, stonings and muti-
lations. Football and cricket are the two
most popular sports in the war-ravaged
country. —AFP

Afghanistan’s ‘little Messi’ longs to meet idol

SAINT-ETIENNE: Paris Saint-Germain’s Swedish forward Zlatan Ibrahimovic (L) vies with Saint-Etienne’s French midfielder Renaud Cohade (C)
and Saint-Etienne’s Senegalese defender Moustapha Bayal Sall (R) during the Ligue1 football match between AS Saint-Etienne and Paris Saint-
Germain, on Sunday at the Geoffroy Guichard stadium in Saint-Etienne, central France. — AFP 

PARIS: A Zlatan Ibrahimovic brace saw Paris
Saint Germain stretch their lead atop Ligue 1 to
a massive 24 points on Sunday in a 2-0 away
win over a spirited Saint Etienne. 

Not only was this a club record 13th straight
win, it also sees the rampaging Paris side equal
Nantes’ 20-year-old record of 32 league games
without defeat. PSG have not lost in Ligue 1
since a 3-2 defeat to Bordeaux on March 15 last
year.

“There’s been a great deal of talk about the
record and it helped me motivate the players,
even if they don’t really need that,” PSG coach
Laurent Blanc said after the game.

“I ask a lot from the players, I demand it. And
what I take away tonight as much as the record
is the way this team never gives up.” Saint
Etienne coach Christophe Galtier had joked
before the game that Ibrahimovic must hate his
team so often does he score against them.  And
the giant Swede duly clinched his 18th league
goal of the campaign on the hour with a cer-
tain venom before scoring his 19th, a simple
tap in, with the last kick of the game.

“This team seems unbeatable,” Galtier said.
“ We’ve never seen anything l ike it  in this

league, not even Lyon when they were domi-
nating everything.” Paris now have 63 points
from 23 games after twenty wins and three
draws, while in second Monaco have 39 points
after losing 3-0 to third placed Angers, who
now have 37, on Saturday.

The hosts threw everything they had at the
champions and drew several key saves from
‘keeper Kevin Trapp, notably through captain
Franck Tabanou.  “My players showed great
courage and we shook them up. But we came
up against a good ‘keeper,” added Galtier.

PERFECT CROSS
PSG’s Argentine winger Angel di Maria was a

constant menace with his runs and passes and
set up Ibrahimovic for a cheeky back-heel shot
by lobbing the static defence. But the opener
came when Ibrahimovic ran onto a perfectly
weighted Serge Aurier cross to fire home at full
stretch from the six yard line just after the hour.

The clincher came in the closing moments
after a sobering exhibition of PSG’s masterful
passing game found the striker unmarked at
the back post.  Earlier Sunday, Caen continued
their fine season by beating Nice 2-0 as the visi-

tors, who sold 49 percent of their shares to a
mystery Saudi prince and English businessman
this week, failed in their bid to move second.
The hosts took the lead when Julien Feret teed
up Rony Rodelin to drive in his sixth league
goal of the season. Andy Delort doubled the
lead from the penalty spot before half-time to
leave Nice in disarray.  Bordeaux’s lanky striker
Cheick Diabate, who scored a brace in last
week’s 2-2 draw with Nantes, grabbed another
two in a 4-0 romp over Rennes.  His aerial
strength saw him power home a well placed
header to grab the opener on the half hour and
he then drilled a sharp left-footed snap-shot
past Rennes ‘keeper Benoit Costil just after the
restart to make it 2-0, setting his side up for a
deservedly clear win.

Surprise package Angers inflicted a 3-0
defeat on Monaco on Saturday to reignite their
unlikely challenge for a Champions League
spot. Cheikh N’Doye deflected in Romain Saiss’s
effort after Monaco failed to clear a corner,
N’Doye doubled the advantage before half-
time as Angers took utter control, before gloss
was added to the scoreline in the second peri-
od by Mohamed Yattara. — AFP

Ibrahimovic blasts PSG
into record books

MADRID:  Barcelona president Josep Maria
Bartomeu and his predecessor Sandro
Rosell refused to testify before a judge yes-
terday for suspected irregularities in the
transfer of Brazilian star Neymar, insisting
on the version of events they had given for
a previous hearing, according to judicial
sources.

Bartomeu and Rosell were called to give
evidence at Spain’s national court in Madrid
over a complaint for fraud and corruption
brought by Brazilian investment fund DIS,
which held 40 percent of Neymar’s sport-
ing rights when he played at Santos before
joining Barca in 2013.

Neymar and his parents have been
called to give evidence today. “Before say-
ing nonsense - that we hid this, or hid that -
they should prove it,” Neymar told Brazilian
TV station Globo on Sunday.

“My father is doing everything to ensure
that I can just focus on playing football. He
handles the books. But in the moment
when you see someone you love suffering,
it starts to hurt.”

The deal was originally valued at 57.1
million euros ($62.1 million) by Barca, 40
million of which was paid to the N&N com-
pany owned by the player’s father with
Santos receiving just 17.1 million.

However, Spanish judicial authorities
have estimated the number of simultane-
ous deals in the transfer amounted to at
least 83.3 million. DIS has claimed it was
cheated of its real share of the benefits of
the 23-year-old’s move firstly because part
of the transfer fee was concealed by
Barcelona and Santos.

Moreover, they also believe a pre-con-
tract agreement between Neymar and
Barca impeded other clubs from making
offers for the player affecting the value of
the transfer fee.

DIS received just 6.8 million from the
deal - 40 percent of the 17.1 million paid to
Santos. Bartomeu and Rosell ratified what
they had declared to the court in February

2015 and July 2014 respectively in a sepa-
rate case in which they and Barcelona as a
club face charges of tax fraud.

In that case Bartomeu laid the responsi-
blity at Rosell’s door, saying the latter “led
the negotiations with the player’s father”.

For his part,  Rosell -  who resigned
amidst the scandal over how much Neymar
cost the club in January 2014 - insisted the
“contracts were done perfectly.”

The judge has also called representa-
tives and the presidents of Santos when
the deal took place Odilio Rodriguez and
Luis Alvaro de Oliveira, who have requested
to make their declarations in Brazil.

Brazilian authorities have also taken
action freezing $47 million in assets
belonging to Neymar over tax evasion alle-
gations between 2011 and 2013.

In another case on Thursday a Brazilian
court rejected the player’s appeal against
tax fraud when he was still a Santos player,
imposing a fine of $112,000.

And on Sunday Brazilian magazine Veja
reported the Brazilian tax authorities had
reported the player and his father for tax
evasion and falsifying documents in the tax
declarations of his salary at Santos and his
signing for Barcelona.

“There is nothing against us. The trial is
an investigation to know what happened in
Neymar’s transfer,” Neymar’s father told
Globo. “If we committed any tax error then
tell us, but to accuse us of tax evasion or
falsifying documents goes beyond the lim-
its.” The controversy surrounding the deal
hasn’t affected Neymar’s performances on
the field as he helped Barca to a treble of
Champions League, La Liga and Copa del
Rey last season.

Brazil’s golden boy is expected to cap-
tain his country on home soil at the Rio
Olympics later this year, and his rising sta-
tus was confirmed as he made the three
finalists for the Ballon d’Or to crown the
world’s best player for the first time in
January. —AFP

Barca president maintains 
silence in Neymar case

LEICESTER: Jurgen Klopp’s most significant
challenge as Liverpool manager at the
moment is figuring out how to manage his
squad in the face of an ever-expanding fix-
ture list.   Having played nine games in
January-more than any other Premier League
team-Klopp’s side’s trip to leaders Leicester
City today is the first of at least seven match-
es in February.

That tally will rise to eight if they beat
West Ham United in next week’s FA Cup
fourth-round replay. Saturday’s 0-0 draw
against the Hammers was Liverpool’s 37th fix-
ture of the campaign, and it is mathematically
possible that they could end up playing 69
competitive matches this season.

With that in mind, Klopp rested as many of
his senior players as he possibly could at the
weekend, making 10 changes to the side who
had secured a League Cup final place by over-
coming Stoke City on penalties at Anfield four
days earlier.

Teenager Cameron Brannagan, making
only his fourth senior start, took the opportu-
nity to make a positive impression against
West Ham, as did other players with limited
experience such as fellow midfielders Kevin
Stewart and Joao Teixeira and full-back Brad
Smith.

But Klopp has indicated that he will return
to his tried and trusted senior players to face
Leicester.

“Those players are in our squad because

they are an option for us,” Klopp said. “But we
have to decide if it is the right moment or not.
“Young lads often have waves in their devel-
opment. They have ups and downs, and if you
bring them in at the wrong moment, then it’s
not too good for their development.

“They have time to develop. That’s the
best thing. They have enough pressure. You
don’t need to make that pressure bigger.” One
player set to retain his place is central defend-
er Dejan Lovren, who took the opportunity to
build up his match fitness after recovering
from a recent hamstring injury.

TAXING FIXTURES FOR LEICESTER 
He played his part in a Liverpool clean

sheet at the weekend; only their third in nine
matches.

Liverpool are one of only two clubs to
have beaten Leicester in the league to date,
so today’s game gives Claudio Ranieri’s men
an opportunity to avenge that defeat in
December and offer further proof of their
title credentials.  A 3-0 win against an in-form
Stoke last week answered many of the
doubts about the Foxes, but their next three
games will ask more taxing questions.  After
facing Liverpool they will take on Manchester
City and then Arsenal, the only other club to
beat them in a league game in 2015-16.
Defender Christian Fuchs said: “We’ve got
three games against big teams and they are
important.—AFP

Klopp feels squeeze as 
leaders Leicester loom

MOREIRA DE CINEGOS: Benfica’s Brazilian forward Jonas (L) controls the ball next to
Moreirense’s Serbian goalkeeper Igor Stefanovic to score a goal during the
Portuguese league football match Moreirense FC vs SL Benfica at the Comendador
Joaquim de Almeida Freitas stadium in Moreira de Conegos on Sunday. — AFP

BEIJING:  Chinese football clubs are splashing
their cash in Europe, as wealthy owners embrace
President Xi Jinping’s vision of the sleeping
Asian giant becoming a new heavyweight in the
sport.

As January ’s European transfer window
began to swing shut on Monday, clubs in the
top two tiers of Chinese football had spent more
than 200 million euros ($216 million) collectively
on players, according to website transfermarkt,
which tracks commercial developments in the
sport.

That was more than 60 percent higher than
the total they lavished in the winter transfer
market last year. But critics say that owners are
motivated more by a desire to curry favour with
political power than by a love for the Beautiful
Game.

Questions have also been asked whether
Chinese clubs are paying over the odds for play-
ers who may be past their best-many of the new
arrivals are in their late 20s-and if European
clubs are seeking to unload overpaid stars on
willing buyers.

The three highest individual fees in the win-
dow so far were all paid by Chinese clubs, trans-
fermarkt’s figures show. “There is one new rea-
son for Chinese billionaires to invest in football
inside China-to build political capital in uncer-
tain times,” Rowan Simons, author of a book on
Chinese football, told AFP.

The spending spree comes after a powerful
Communist Party committee chaired by Xi
declared: “Revitalising soccer is a must to build
China into a sports powerhouse as part of the
Chinese dream.”

As vice-president in 2011, Xi said he wanted

China-currently languishing in 82nd place in the
FIFA world rankings-to qualify for, host and ulti-
mately win a World Cup.

The committee last year approved a 50-point
plan to put Xi’s sporting ambition into effect,
including establishing 50,000 soccer schools
within 10 years, making the game compulsory
for some elementary and middle-school stu-
dents, and separating the Chinese Football
Association from government bureaucracy. 

Companies and businessmen have since
rushed to put money into football. “It’s what
their president wants,” says Tony Rallis, who bro-
kered a deal to sell Australian international Trent
Sainsbury to Jiangsu Suning. 

“Why is it any different from the Chinese gov-
ernment encouraging them to buy Australian
farms, invest in African countries? To me that’s
an example of due diligence and proper plan-
ning. “It’s not about individuals, it’s about the
broad picture here.”

BILLIONAIRE BACKERS 
In January, Chelsea’s Brazilian midfielder

Ramires went to Jiangsu Suning for a Chinese
Super League record 28 million euros, Hebei
China Fortune bought Ivorian striker Gervinho
from AS Roma for 18 million euros, and
Shanghai Shenhua took Inter Milan’s Colombian
international Fredy Guarin for 13 million, accord-
ing to transfermarkt’s figures.

Suning, a privately-held retail conglomerate
that sells appliances at more than 1,600 stores,
only bought the Jiangsu team in December, and
subsequently renamed it.

The company’s billionaire founder, Zhang
Jindong, is a member of the government’s

Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Committee, a Communist-controlled debating
chamber. 

Hebei China Fortune are owned by a Beijing-
based developer of industrial parks, founded by
billionaire Wang Wenxue, while Shenhua are
owned by Greenland Holding Group, a real
estate investment company that focuses on
high-rise complexes.

“When the Chinese government says they are
setting their mind to something, it means ‘This is
how you’re going to get on our good side,” said
David Hornby, sports business director of the
Mailman brand management group in Shanghai.

Mark Dreyer, a sports blogger in Beijing, com-
pares the football gold rush to the flood of mon-
ey into China’s notoriously volatile stock market.

When “they announced the soccer reforms,
the very next day there were dozens of people
registering football clubs,” he said. “Clearly none
of them had anything to do with the sport, but
thought, ‘This is my opportunity, I can get a
piece of the next pie’.”

UNCERTAIN TIMES 
But experts say the avalanche of cash is

unlikely to turn into trophies for the national
team-and could even be counter-productive.

Foreigners coming to play in the Chinese
Super League often earn millions of dollars, and
Gao Zhaoyu, an expert on Chinese sport at the
University of Lausanne, Switzerland, said club
money that could be spent on training young
players was instead going into transfer fees and
salaries-while China’s salary cap only applied to
domestic players, rather than foreigners, and
owners had ignored it in any case.—AFP

China firms spend big as Xi dreams of glory


