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KOLKATA:  In a break from training for
one of the world’s largest football tour-
naments, Yakub Ali swells with pride at
the idea of putting a smile on the face of
his mother back in Asia’s biggest red
light district.

“We’ve grown used to people sneer-
ing about where we come from and
telling us that our mothers are worth-
less,” says 15-year-old Yakub.  “So this will
be a gift to all of our mothers who have
to put up with discrimination, abuse and
injustice every day of their l ife in
Sonagachi.” Yakub is one of eight sons of
sex workers living in Kolkata’s notorious
Sonagachi neighbourhood who are
heading in Denmark later this month to
take part in the Dana Cup, an interna-
tional youth tournament.  His Durbar
Sports Academy teammates also include
youngsters drawn from other slum areas

in India’s eastern metropolis. They will
join hundreds of teams taking part in
the tournament which runs from July 26-
30.  The tournament in the northern
town of Hjorring will include teams of
boys and girls from every corner of the
globe but few will surely match the raw
desire to prove their worth than the
Durbar line-up.  The academy is over-
seen by the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya
Committee (DMSC), a charity organisa-
tion which works for the welfare of
Indian prostitutes and also runs Asia’s
first cooperative for sex workers.

Situated around 40 kilometers (25
miles) south of Kolkata, the academy
gives underprivileged youngsters an
opportunity to let their hair down far
away from the narrow alleys and squalid
apartments of Sonagachi.  An estimated
8,000 sex workers ply their trade in

Sonagachi which is home to several hun-
dred brothels, gaining it the reputation
as the largest single red light zone in
Asia. Smarajit Jena, a public health scien-
tist who founded DMSC, said the boys
were routinely treated as pariahs in
Sonagachi and often found themselves
with no one to turn to when they
encounter challenges in their daily life.

TREATED AS UNTOUCHABLES 
“The kind of loneliness that the chil-

dren of sex workers have to endure is
hard to describe. They are treated as
untouchables,” Jena told AFP.  “Most of
them end up dropping out of school
because of the stigma so we need some-
thing to focus on and bring them back
into the mainstream.” Yakub, a wiry cen-
tre-forward, said he had “cried tears of
joy” when the team managed to qualify

for Denmark. The cost of the trip is being
underwritten by several Indian and
international corporations.  “Football has
opened doors for boys like us to prove
our worth,” the teenager said.  

“We got a taste for victory when we
won our league in Kolkata last year but
now we are only looking forward.”

Yakub says he never goes anywhere
without a picture of his hero Lionel
Messi in his pocket, but acknowledges
that he will have to temper his inclina-
tion to go on mazy runs like his
Argentine hero.  “We are training hard
and trying to stay focused.. We are being
trained to perform like a finely-tuned
orchestra rather than as a solo act,” he
explains.  While cricket is the number
sport in India, Kolkata is often regarded
as the premier football city and it is just
as common to see youngsters kicking a

ball on the streets as wielding a bat.
The coach of the academy, Biswajit

Majumdar, said the boys’ determination
to triumph against the odds made them
a joy to work with on the training field.
“It’s wonderful that the boys dare to
dream,” Majumdar told AFP.  “They are
often treated badly and have to put up
with nasty comments but they have a
never-say-die attitude and hunger for
success, which you can’t help but be
inspired by.” Majumdar said that his
charges would have to make sacrifices to
maintain their focus while in Denmark
and ensure that they do themselves
proud.  “We have taken away their cell
phones to minimise any distractions,” he
said. “My task is to make use of that fire
in their belly, so they push themselves
even harder in training and so they can
achieve their goals.” —AFP

India’s red light youngsters go for gold

BURTON-ON-TRENT: New England football team manager Sam Allardyce holds up an England scarf during a photocall at St George’s Park, near
Burton-on-Trent, central England, yesterday. Sam Allardyce said yesterday that he was “very proud” to be named the new England manager,
but refused to confirm that star striker Wayne Rooney would remain as captain. — AFP 

BURTON-ON-TRENT: New England manager
Sam Allardyce vowed yesterday to break the
psychological barrier hindering the performance
of the country’s big-name players at internation-
al level.

Allardyce also revealed he has not yet made a
decision on who will captain England, which
leaves the Manchester United skipper Wayne
Rooney-heavily criticised for his performances at
Euro 2016 — sweating on whether he will retain
the armband.

England’s campaign at last month’s European
Championships under predecessor Roy
Hodgson culminated in a humiliating exit to
Iceland in the last 16, despite boasting a squad
packed with Premier League talent. Hodgson
quickly quit.  Allardyce, speaking at his first press
conference, at St George’s Park, following his
appointment, will seek to address that faulty
mindset as England bid to qualify for the 2018
World Cup in Russia.

“The pressure on players at international level
we will be looking at in depth,” said the 61-year-
old Englishman, nicknamed “Big Sam”, who lost
out to Steve McClaren for the England job 10
years ago.  “I will exploit all areas for the benefit
of the players. The key element is to get among
the staff in place and talk about the programme
going forward, particularly psychologically.

“It’s not about potential now. It’s about stand-
ing up and being counted even though some of
those experiences have been bitter.  “Potential is
a word I don’t like to use too much. You want the
actual quality of the player producing his best
immediately.  “I think this group is very experi-
enced and going forward can be producing
more performances and better results. It’s not
just about qualifying, but going as far as we can.”

‘PRAGMATIC STYLE’ 
It is anticipated that Allardyce, a former man-

ager of many clubs including Bolton, Newcastle,
West Ham and most recently Sunderland, will
not make a call on Rooney’s captaincy until the
players join up for the World Cup qualifier with
Slovakia on September 4.

“That’s far too early to make predictions in
that area,” Allardyce said, when asked if Rooney
would continue as skipper.  “I will leave that (the
captaincy) until we get together and plan for the
qualifiers.” Allardyce, who guided Sunderland to
Premier League safety last season having taken
over with them in a desperate position, has nev-
er won a major trophy and acknowledged the
England job is the “biggest challenge” of his
managerial career.

Allardyce believes, however, he has the right
credentials for the position and remains confi-
dent the “Three Lions” will progress under his
stewardship.  “This will be the greatest challenge
for me in my long career and hopefully I will be
as successful as I have in the rest of my career,”
said the man who has faced criticism down the
years for long-ball football.  Jose Mourinho
famously once described Allardyce’s football as
“19th century”.

“I can turn things around pretty quickly. I can
create a successful journey and that starts with
us all pulling together,” added Allardyce.  “What
is my style? Pragmatic. Choosing styles and sys-
tems depends on who we are playing.

“My coaching technique is to win a football
match-home or away, whether we are at
Wembley or not-and adapt to the style we play
to the opposition.  “I think the bonding of the

team is exceptionally important. A game of foot-
ball is to be enjoyed.”

Allardyce confirmed Sammy Lee, his former
assistant when he was in charge of Bolton
Wanderers, will become part of his backroom

staff.  He also called for the introduction of a
winter break in the Premier League to help
boost the national team’s flagging fortunes.  “I
have been an advocate of that for 10 years or
more. —AFP

Allardyce targets 
England fear factor

NEW YORK:  Yulia Stepanova, the key
whistleblower in the Russian doping scan-
dal that almost led to her country being
completely excluded from the Rio de
Janeiro Games, will miss the Olympics after
the runner was controversially ruled out
due to her doping past.

The International Olympic Committee
(IOC) invited the middle-distance athlete
and her husband to attend next month’s
Games as guests but denied her a competi-
tive spot in Rio, arguing her doping-tainted
past made her ineligible.  Stepanova, who
provided evidence of doping in a series of
German broadcaster ARD documentaries,
has fled Russia and is living in hiding at an
undisclosed location in North America,
fearing for her safety.

She was cleared to compete in Rio as a
neutral athlete by the International
Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF)
and received praise for revealing one of the
biggest doping scandals in decades.

However, the IOC ruled on Sunday that
any Russian athlete with a doping past,
including Stepanova, would not be allowed
to compete in Rio.

“The executive board have appreciated
that she came forward and she and her
husband, who also played a very important
role, are being invited to the Olympic
Games as a guest of the IOC,” IOC President
Thomas Bach said.

Unfortunately she could not compete
due to her doping background, Bach
added. This decision is a controversial one

after part of the Olympic Charter blocking
sanctioned athletes from future Games,
known as the “Osaka rule”, was struck down
by the Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS)
in 2011. In making its decision, CAS argued
that there could not be a double punish-
ment for already-sanctioned athletes.  “The
IOC is taking a risk with this controversial
decision but they know that with such lim-
ited time, any serious Russian challenge is
extremely difficult,” an Olympics insider
with direct knowledge of the affair, told
Reuters yesterday.  “The IOC also knows
that the Russian athletes affected by it
would have a really good case at CAS.”

A similar rule by the British Olympic
Association to ban the nation’s drugs
cheats from Olympic participation for life
was also rejected by CAS ahead of the 2012
London Games, allowing sprinter Dwain
Chambers to race.

The CAS decision will allow many past
doping offenders from around the world,
including top US runners Justin Gatlin and
LaShawn Merritt, to compete in Rio.

While there will be further discussions
on the IOC verdict in the coming weeks, it
is unlikely many Russians will take their
case to CAS with only 10 days remaining
before the Games open on Aug. 5.

“We don’t have time enough to do such
a thing,” Russian Olympic Committee
President Alexander Zhukov said on
Sunday, ruling out any CAS challenge by
his organisation and dashing any lingering
Olympic hopes for Stepanova. —Reuters

Key whistleblower 
Stepanova out of Rio

BEIJING: Manchester United’s showpiece pre-
season derby against Manchester City was
cancelled just hours before kick-off yesterday
because the Beijing pitch was “too dangerous”
for players.  Manchester City captain Vincent
Kompany said club staff had been working to
get the game on after days of heavy rain in the
Chinese capital, but had been defeated.

“We had our groundsman working for 10
days on the pitch, but the conditions were just
too dangerous for the players,” said Kompany
Monday on the club’s website.

“The rain has made it totally unsafe to play
on this pitch,” added Manchester City CEO
Ferran Soriano in a statement.  Organisers of
the International Challenge Cup tournament,
which also features Borussia Dortmund, con-
firmed the match had been called off on
grounds of player safety.

“The conditions experienced in Beijing on
July 19 and July 20 were reported as being
some of the most extreme weather conditions
the capital of China has experienced in recent
history,” said a statement from the organisers.
“The committee and both teams make the
decision together in the interest of player
safety.” Both managers, Jose Mourinho of
United and Pep Guardiola of City, had told
reporters they were worried after training was
moved Sunday because of the state of the
turf. “The pitch and the conditions of my play-
ers are more important than results in pre-sea-
son,” Mourinho said. “It is almost the end and
we can go home and train in conditions where
the players are safe.”

Guardiola was blunt when asked what he
wanted from the ill-fated match. “No injuries,”
he replied. The cancellation means fans will
now have to wait until the English Premier
League derby on September 10 for the bitter

rivalry between Mourinho and Guardiola to be
renewed. Around 50,000 tickets had been sold
at up to $200 for the clash and organisers said
they would all be refunded, the match would
not be rescheduled and no winner of the tour-
nament could be declared.  Pockets of fans
who arrived at the Bird’s Nest were disap-
pointed to be turned away. 

“I feel so sad,” said Ma Tao, wearing a United
shirt. “I don’t think Man United will come back
to China any time soon.”

Some fans then dashed off to team hotels
still hoping to catch a glimpse of their heroes,
while  hawkers outside the ground packed up
their unsold team shirts, scarves and memora-
bilia. Another United fan, who said his name
was Bruce, was angry because he had paid
RMB1,000 for a ticket ($150) and believed the
weather was not entirely to blame. 

“I don’t think it was the weather. It’s just the
field is not good,” he told AFP. “It’s embarrass-
ing. Maybe somebody will be in trouble for
this.” The sorry scene followed a chaotic week-
end in China for Mourinho’s new club after los-
ing 4-1 to Borussia Dortmund Friday night in
Shanghai in their opening, and now only,
China tour match. 

Half of United’s squad were on a plane
which had to make a forced landing between
Shanghai and Beijing on Saturday because of
a violent storm in the capital. Striker Memphis
Depay tweeted a video of himself outside the
plane in Tianjin, saying they were “lost in
China”.  Sunday’s makeshift training venue
struggled to cope with the hundreds of
media. Mourinho refused to attend a news
conference in an overcrowded and stiflingly
hot press room, instead holding a bizarre
press chat amid a scrum on the running track
where he struggled to be heard. —AFP

‘Dangerous’ pitch scuppers 
China Manchester derby

BEIJING: This file photo taken on July 24, 2016 shows Manchester City players taking
part in a training session a day before the 2016 International Champions Cup football
match between Manchester City and Manchester United in Beijing. Manchester United’s
showpiece pre-season derby against Manchester City was cancelled just hours before
kick-off yesterday after recent torrential rain made the Beijing pitch unsafe. —AFP

ACCRA: Ghania’s swimmer Abeiku Jackson poses in Accra on July 9, 2016. Ghana’s
global reputation in sport is largely based on football but Abeku Jackson and Kaya
Forson wants to change that when they become the African nation’s first Olympic
swimmers. —AFP

Ghana’s first Olympic swimmers 
are a warning to the world

ACCRA: Ghana’s global reputation in sport
is largely based on football but Abeku
Jackson and Kaya Forson wants to change
that when they become the African nation’s
first Olympic swimmers.  The 16-year-old
Jackson is heading to Brazil to compete in
the blue riband 50m freestyle with Forson, a
14-year-old based in Spain.  Both competed
in the world championships last year.
Neither Jackson nor Forson met the
Olympics qualifying time but both got their
ticket on the universality system, which
allows a country’s two fastest swimmers to
compete regardless.

‘A FAMILY THING’ 
Abeku began swimming when he was

three and took part in his first race at five.
Both his brothers also swim competitively.
“It’s a family thing,” the teenager told AFP,
taking a break from training at a pool in the
capital, Accra. 

Training is twice-a-day, six days a week
and since those early days, his father,
Kodwo, has been ever-present. Kodwo said
it was his own fear of water that got his
family into the pool.  He decided in 2003 to
get over his phobia and started swimming
lessons for himself and his children.

Since then he has became the coach of
his three sons’ swimming team in Accra, the
GH Dolphins, and also a national team
coach.  Balancing the two roles of parent
and coach is not a problem for him,
although Abeku sometimes finds it difficult,
he said.  “You are in the child’s face all the
time,” Kodwo added.

POOL SHORTAGE 
Abeku’s best time for the 50m freestyle is

nearly four seconds off the current world
record held by Brazil’s Cesar Cielo, making it
unlikely he will challenge the big guns in
Rio. But his participation has a wider aim:
inspiring other Ghanaians to compete in
the future. “Swimming is a lifesaving sport,

it’s a sport that keeps the kids disciplined, it
gives them focus and helps them to save
lives and work as a team,” said Kodwo.

“I think every child of school going age
should have a chance to swim, in one swim-
ming programme or another.”

But in a developing nation like Ghana,
infrastructure is an issue.  Accra has an
Olympic-sized pool but there is a lack of
swimming facilities elsewhere: swimming at
the beach or in rivers can be dangerous,
with strong tides and currents.

In much of Africa, competitive swim-
ming and water safety skills are generally
not a priority. According to the World
Health Organization, Africans, especially
young children, are up to 13 times more
likely to drown than their Western European
counterparts. Former Olympic swimmer
Princess Charlene of Monaco is looking to
change that, partnering with a school out-
side Accra to build a pool and developing a
swimming programme. Her foundation has
also run similar programmes in South
Africa, Senegal and Tanzania.

FUTURE CHAMPIONS?  
The president of the Ghana Swimming

Association, Theophylus Edzie, hopes the
country’s presence in the pool in Rio will
help it become known for swimming-and
dispel stereotypes. In Sydney in 2000,
Equatorial Guinea swimmers Eric “The Eel”
Moussambani and Paula Barila Bolopa were
lauded for embodying the true Olympic
spirit, even as they trailed in last in qualify-
ing.  But Edzie has high hopes.

“Many people think blacks are non-
swimmers but with this boy Abeku, we will
prove to people one day that blacks can
really swim and blacks can make it equally
just like the whites,” he said. “It is a story we
are writing today and this story will be told
in 2024 when everything has come to
fruition. We are going to change the face of
swimming in Ghana. —AFP


