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SALZBURG: Spain’s Hector Bellerin, left, challenge for the ball with South Korea’s Yun Suk-young during a
friendly soccer match between Spain and South Korea. —AP

Messi: I signed documents 
under father’s instructions
BARCELONA: Lionel Messi denied having knowledge of the tax issues
that led to fraud charges against him, saying yesterday he signed docu-
ments without reading them because he trusted his father and the advis-
ers responsible for managing his finances. “I didn’t know anything,” Messi
said while testifying in his tax fraud trial. “I only worried about playing
football.”

Wearing a dark suit and tie, Messi sat alongside his father in front of
the judge and listened to other testimony for nearly four hours before
being called to testify in the third day of the trial. The Barcelona player
looked impatient in court at times, looking down and trying to stretch his
legs. The left foot that helps him thrive on the soccer fields kept bouncing
impatiently underneath the chair.

Three counts of fraud 
Speaking for less than 15 minutes, he said he never suspected of any

wrongdoing when his father would ask him to sign contracts or docu-
ments. “I signed what he told me to sign because I trusted my father,”
Messi said. “I trusted my father, and the lawyers said that I could (sign the
documents).” He said he didn’t know that part of his income was going
through companies created in countries such as Uruguay, Switzerland
and Belize, which authorities alleged was done to lower the player’s tax
burden in Spain. “The only thing I knew is that we signed deals with dif-
ferent sponsors and they paid for me to do advertisements, photos and
things like that,” Messi said. “But I didn’t know how this money arrived or
where it was going.”

Messi’s father, Jorge Horacio Messi, had reiterated in his testimony
that his son didn’t know the details of his contracts or the structures creat-
ed in other countries to handle his income from image rights. “I didn’t
think it was necessary to inform him of everything,” Messi’s father said.

Messi and his father are facing three counts of tax fraud and could be
sentenced to nearly two years in prison if found guilty of defrauding
Spain’s tax authority of 4.1 million euros ($4.5 million) from 2007-09. They
are not likely to face any jail time but could be fined and made to forfeit
possible future tax benefits. Both deny wrongdoing, and the money
owed was already paid back.

The trial is expected to end Friday, and the verdict and sentencing are
expected next week. Hundreds of journalists and a few onlookers were in
front of the Barcelona court house when Messi and his father arrived.
Authorities had prepared a special operation to control the crowd and
protect the player. Some people showed their support to Argentina star,
while a few yelled words against him, including asking him to “give the
money back” and telling him to “go play in Panama.”

Offshore accounts 
Messi was also being investigated by Spanish tax authorities after his

name was among those released in the probe of international offshore
accounts, known as the Panama Papers, although he was not charged for
those allegations. When the player left the court house, many fans
applauded. Because of the trial, the Barcelona player has missed part of
Argentina’s preparations for the Copa America, which starts Friday in the
United States.

The trial is centered on alleged unlawful activities of Messi’s father, but
authorities said the player knew enough to also be named in the case.
Officials said that although Messi was mostly unfamiliar with tax issues,
there was sufficient evidence to believe he could have known and con-
sented to the creation of a fictitious corporate structure to avoid paying
some of his taxes in Spain.

On Wednesday, Messi’s lawyers tried to show the court that the
Barcelona forward was not familiar with the tax issues. Witnesses called to
testify said Messi had little knowledge of the alleged corporate structures.
Tax inspectors earlier yesterday testified that they found evidence that
the structures were used by Messi’s father to avoid paying the taxes that
the player supposedly owed in Spain. A witness on Wednesday said
Messi’s father knew they would avoid taxes by using companies in other
countries, but contended that it was a legal practice. —AP

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Lionel Messi, right, and his
father Jorge Horacio Messi sit in court. — AP

MANCHESTER: Manchester City has signed midfielder
Ilkay Gundogan from Borussia Dortmund, the first addi-
tion to the squad since Pep Guardiola took charge. The 25-
year-old Germany international, who signed a four-year
contract ,  has been ruled out of  the European
Championship with a knee injury.

Gundogan says after five years at Dortmund “the
opportunity to work with a coach like Pep Guardiola is

something I am really looking forward to and I am flat-
tered to be the first signing the club has made this sum-
mer.” City director of football Txiki Begiristain says he
hopes fans enjoy the “work ethic and technical ability” of
Gundogan, who he describes as “intelligent and versatile.”
City won the League Cup last season and has to contest a
playoff to reach the group stage of the Champions
League.

Gundogan signs for Man City

PARIS: Alvaro Morata and Nolito both hit a brace as Spain
warmed up for the defense of their European Championships
crown by thrashing South Korea 6-1 in a friendly on
Wednesday. The Spaniards were slightly under-strength as
coach Vicente Del Bosque rested players from Real Madrid and
their city rivals Atletico following their exertions in the
Champions League final on Saturday.

But it hardly mattered as a dominant Spain scored three
times before the break Salzburg, Austria, through David Silva’s
sublime free-kick, Cesc Fabregas and Nolito. Morata netted a
second-half double and Nolito grabbed his second as Spain
recorded a morale-boosting thrashing of the Koreans, whose
consolation seven minutes from time came from Ju Se-Jong.

Nolito had struck his first two international goals in a 3-1
friendly win over Bosnia and Herzegovina in Saint Gallen,
Switzerland, on Sunday. Wednesday’s friendly in Salzburg saw
former Real stopper Iker Casillas preferred to Manchester
United’s David De Gea in goal.

Arsenal full-back Hector Bellerin, who made the squad of
23 following Real defender Dani Carvajal’s injury in the
Champions League final, made an appearance in a side that
again included a strong Barcelona presence in the form of
Gerard Pique, Jordi Alba, Andres Iniesta and Sergio Busquets.
However, having played in Real’s extra-time win on penalties
over Atletico, Real’s Sergio Ramos and Lucas Vazquez, and
Atletico’s Juanfran and Koke were missing and will be the last

to join up with the Spanish squad on June 4.
In other friendlies on Wednesday night, world number two

ranked Belgium needed an equaliser a minute from time from
Everton’s Romelu Lukaku to save their blushes in Brussels
against Finland. Kasper Hamalainen gave the 61st ranked
Finland, who came into the match on the back of four straight
defeats, a 53rd minute lead.

Despite fielding the likes of Chelsea’s Eden Hazard, Belgium
lacked creativity and struggled to break down disciplined and
defensive opponents in a half-empty stadium. In a match
between two qualified sides, Czech Republic got the better of
Russia 2-1 in Innsbruck, Austria. Aleksandr Kokorin gave Russia
a sixth-minute lead but Tomas Rosicky equalised from a volley
with the outside of his foot on 49 minutes.

Russia hit the post four minutes from time as Czech goal-
keeper Petr Cech, their record cap-holder, let an Igor Denisov
shot slip through his hands. But in the last minute, Tomas
Necid bagged the winner. Last Friday, the Czechs had romped
to a 6-0 win over Malta. The Netherlands may not be going to
the Euros after a disastrous qualifying campaign but they beat
qualified Poland 2-1 in Gdansk.

Vincent Janssen gave the Dutch a 33rd minute lead but
Artur Jedrzejczyk equalized on the hour mark. Newcastle
United midfielder Georginio Wijnaldum scored the winner on
76 minutes for the Dutch, who held another Euros qualifier in
Ireland to a 1-1 draw last Friday. —AFP

Euro holders Spain thump 
South Korea in friendly


