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LANDOVER: Having paid nearly $500
for a ticket to watch his team in a pre-
season friendly against Barcelona,
Manchester United fan Vikrom Ahuja
could hardly contain his excitement.
“It ’s a lifetime opportunity because
you’re not going to see this kind of
opposition in the US,” said Ahuja as he
savored the prospect of seeing Jose
Mourinho’s side take on the likes of
Lionel Messi and Luis Suarez at a stadi-
um in the suburbs of Washington.

“ I  don’t  suppor t  a local  team
because the way they play, it doesn’t
excite me, it doesn’t get me out of my
seat.” Domestic soccer has long strug-
gled to draw big crowds in the United
States, even though ticket prices often
are s ignif icantly cheaper than for
sports such as baseball or American
football. But huge attendance figures
at a series of friendly matches involv-

ing the biggest teams in European
football have underlined a decided
American interest in the game-as long
as the quality is top-notch.

Tickets for  last  night ’s  match
between Real Madrid and Barcelona at
the 65,000-seat Hard Rock stadium
have been selling for nearly $1,000 on
the black market. A match between
Real  and Manchester  City drew a
crowd of  more than 90,000 in Los
Angeles earl ier in the week, while
upwards of  82,000 fans watched
Barcelona take on I tal ian giants
Juventus just outside New York last
weekend.

For years, Europe’s top clubs tended
to head to Asia in the close season in a
bid to grow their fan base, but the
United States appears to be increas-
ingly the number one choice. Other
teams to have toured the States this

year include Paris  Saint-Germain,
Roma and Tottenham-some them com-
peting in the grandly t it led
International Champions Cup.

STAR SIGNINGS
The matches give US-based fans a

chance to watch their team’s newest
stars even before they make their debuts
back home, such as United’s new record
signing of Romelu Lukaku. Barcelona
fans meanwhile got to see Brazilian star
Neymar score the winner in what could
turn out to be one of his last matches for
the Catalan team if a much-touted move
to PSG comes to fruition.

Eric Wesner,  par t of the 82,000-
strong crowd at a stadium which is
normally home to the NFL’s
Washington Redskins, said he had no
regrets about paying $200 for a seat
even if the venue is a good two-hour

drive north of the capital. “I paid 200
bucks after fees when I usually pay
$30-$40 for DC United,” he said in refer-
ence to the local MLS franchise which
plays in the center of Washington and
which gets average crowds of around
16,000 per match.

“It’s interesting because there are a
lot of stars, and the level is much high-
er than the MLS.” Back in the 1970s, US
fans did have the chance to watch the
game’s biggest names on a regular
basis  when the l ikes of  Pele and
George Best played in the now defunct
North American Soccer League. The
MLS has managed to attract some big
names in the autumn of their career
such as France’s Thierry Henry and
England’s Frank Lampard but struggles
to compete with the likes of China and
even India when it comes to wages.

But Laurent Dubois of  Nor th

Carolina’s Duke University, who has
written a book which demystifies the
game for Americans, was not surprised
crowds had flocked to the pre-season
friendlies “Soccer is of course over-
shadowed in the media by American
football, basketball, and baseball and
yet I think probably more people play
soccer in this country than any other
sport,” Dubois told AFP.

Dubois was confident that it is only
a matter of time for the MLS to build
up its fan base and for those fans to go
to see their hometown heroes, not just
save up to watch foreign stars. “There
will be a problem for a while that many
in the US will feel like the best soccer is
being played elsewhere,  and they
would rather watch Chelsea or
Barcelona than an MLS team.

“But the fan cultures for local teams
will keep growing I think.” —AFP

US fans show appetite for European stars

EPE: Spain’s team players take part in a training session during the UEFA Women’s Euro 2017 football tournament in Epe city on Friday. —  AFP 

EPE: Spain will stick to their possession-based
game despite almost missing out on the
women’s Euro knock-out stages after group
losses to England and Scotland, midfielder
Vicky Losada said. Tipped as one of the
favourites to win the women’s Euro, Spain
were one goal away from elimination as a 1-0
defeat to minnows Scotland on Thursday,
coupled with a 2-0 defeat to England, meant
they squeaked through to the knock-out
stages only on goal difference.

“We had a lot of chances and we couldn’t
score, we had maybe 15 long-distance shots,”
Losada told AFP on Friday from Spain’s train-
ing centre in the central Dutch town of Epe.
“The Scottish keeper yesterday (Thursday)
was really good, I think we had eight clear
chances to score and we were a bit unlucky.

“Yesterday it was hard for us to manage the
situation, we were a bit nervous and we didn’t
show our real game that we’ve been playing.”

Spain dominated possession in both games,
with an impressive 74 percent against
England and 69 percent against Scotland, but
the goals did not come.

“I think we’ve been working since we were
five years old on this philosophy of having
long possession,” said Losada, who has spent
most of the last 13 years with Barca, barring
brief stints with Espanyol, Western New York
Flash and Arsenal. “Our players always want
the ball. That’s our philosophy, always have
the ball and never give it away.

“But against England we missed a little bit
of more direct football, and we’re trying to get
better at that.” In today’s quarter-final in
Tilburg, Spain will face Euro newcomers
Austria, the tournament’s surprise package
after topping their group following wins over
Switzerland and Iceland and a 1-1 draw with
France. “We’re so happy now to be in the
quarter-finals, we are one of the eight best

teams of Europe, so we’re so proud as a team,”
said Losada, who scored the first of Spain’s
two goals in the tournament in the opening
2-0 win against Portugal.

She added it was time for Spain to start
scoring against Austria, who are ranked 24th
in the world to Spain’s 13th.

“All the teams that we’ve played against,
they had two narrow lines-that’s been a prob-
lem for us, but we’ll try to be better in that
side of the game, try to shoot from long dis-
tance and then have more chances (on the
rebound).

“That’s what we want to try to do if Austria
decide to play with a really compact team.”
Losada was on the Spanish team that reached
the Euro quarter-finals in 2013, but didn’t play
in the 3-1 loss to Norway.  “When you play all
or nothing, it’s easier. You just go to the pitch
and we want to show our style, our game,” she
said. “I can’t wait.” — AFP

Spain won’t budge from 
possession game: Losada

MIAMI: Real Madrid captain Sergio Ramos
says French teen striker Kylian Mbappe will
become a welcome addition for the reign-
ing Champions League and La Liga cham-
pions should he decide to leave Monaco.
The 18 year-old forward is wanted by Real
Madrid manager Zinedine Zidane, with the
Spanish giants poised to make him one of
the most expensive players of all time in a
move that could cost around $211 million
(180 million euros). 

Ramos was adamant Mbappe has the
qualities to become of the best in the
world. “It ’s not a decision for me but
Mbappe is a great prospect. There are not
young players around like him. We have an
important year ahead of us and already
have excellent players,” Ramos said ahead
of yesterday’s meeting with arch-rivals
Barcelona in Miami.

“But it’s money which moves football
and people can pay what they want. If he
wants to come to Real Madrid, the doors
will be open.” While Zidane smiled through
his press conference here, Barcelona have
been fighting to keep superstar Neymar
from accepting Paris St Germain’s riches.

The French legend declined to twist
the knife regarding Neymar. “We will see
what happens,” Zidane said. “He’s a good
player. They are our most important rivals
but we lost  our last  match against

Manchester City and we want to put in a
strong performance.

“We are happy, want to perform, we
want to be physically better. That’s our
goal, but we are so happy to be here.”
Madrid will boast a strong squad although
Real enters the match without Cristiano
Ronaldo, who has missed the US tour.

“Yes I am happy with what we have right
now,” said Zidane. “But we have a good
squad even though we are missing
Cristiano here. He is on vacation, and he
can enjoy that and be ready for the season.”

Ronaldo kept the International
Champions Cup organizers waiting until
the very last minute before deciding he
would not be playing. The Portuguese star
has been in Asia completing commercial
obligations and is expected in court on
Monday in Madrid to testify in a tax-eva-
sion case, meaning his presence in South
Florida was always highly doubtful.

“Unfortunately, Ronaldo’s personal com-
mitments precluded him from being here,”
Charlie Stillitano, chairman of organisers
Relevent Sports, told the Miami Herald. “He
really wanted to be here. This is not a diva
situation. He was hoping that he could
make it. He waited until today to let us
know, but it just didn’t work out. We still
have the two best teams and the top stars
minus one.” — AFP

Real captain Ramos would 
welcome teen star Mbappe

SOCCER

MADRID: Cristiano Ronaldo faces a brutal
return to Madrid before starting pre-season
training with Real Madrid as he is expected in
court tomorrow, accused of evading millions
in taxes.  The 32-year-old-the world’s highest
paid athlete according to Forbes magazine-
will be questioned by a court in Pozuelo de
Alarcon, a wealthy suburb of Madrid where
he lives, over allegations he evaded 14.7 mil-
lion euros ($17.2 million) in tax.

The Portuguese star follows in the steps of
his arch-rival, Barcelona forward and Argentina
star Lionel Messi, who was found guilty of the
same offence last year, although the sums
involved were smaller.  Madrid’s public prose-
cutors accuse Ronaldo of having taken “advan-
tage of a company structure created in 2010 to
hide income generated in Spain from his
image rights from tax authorities”.

They say this was a “voluntary and con-
scious breach of his fiscal obligations in
Spain”. Prosecutors accuse the four-time
world player of the year of evading tax via a
shell company based in the British Virgin
Islands and another in Ireland, known for low
corporate tax rates.

In addition, they say the Real Madrid strik-
er only declared 11.5 million euros of
Spanish-related income from 2011 to 2014,
while what he really earned during that time
was close to 43 million euros. And finally, they
accuse him of “voluntarily” refusing to include
28.4 million euros in income linked to the sale
of his image rights for the 2015 to 2020 peri-
od to a Spanish company.

‘CONSCIENCE IS CLEAR’ 
Ronaldo has defended himself, saying his

“conscience is clear”.  But the allegations still
took their toll, and the man with the “CR7”
brand, Real’s all-time top goalscorer, threat-
ened to leave Spain over the affair, giving
supporters a fright.

He has since hinted he will stay on, telling
Spanish sports daily Marca that he would like
to continue to win trophies for Real.  Ronaldo

is not the only footballer to fall foul of author-
ities in Spain, which is only just recovering
from a damaging economic crisis that saw
countless people lose their jobs and inequali-
ties rise.  Messi was sentenced to a 21-month
jail sentence and 2.09-million-euro fine last
year for tax fraud.

His prison sentence has since been
replaced by another fine of 252,000 euros,
which corresponds to 400 euros for each day
of jail.  Barcelona’s Argentine defender Javier
Mascherano, meanwhile, agreed a one-year
suspended sentence with authorities for tax
fraud last year.  Brazil star Neymar, another
Barcelona forward, and his parents are also
due to stand trial for alleged corruption over
his transfer from Santos in 2013.

SUPER-AGENT MENDES 
Real have not been spared either. Apart

from Ronaldo, former player Angel di Maria,
Portuguese defender Fabio Coentrao and Jose
Mourinho, who coached the club from 2009
to 2013, have all been accused of tax fraud.

All are clients of super-agent Jorge
Mendes, who was also questioned and put
under official investigation last month by a
Spanish court investigating alleged tax eva-
sion by Monaco striker Radamel Falcao,
another footballer in his stable.

Mendes defended himself, telling the
closed door hearing that he “never” advised
players in tax matters. Where Ronaldo is con-
cerned, Mendes’s company Gestifute has
denied any “fiscal set-up” and said “the player
didn’t hide anything”.  But if he were put on
trial and found guilty, Ronaldo risks “a fine of
at least 28 million” euros and could potential-
ly be jailed for three-and-a-half years, the
Gestha union of experts at Spain’s Inland
Revenue has said.

Since extending his contract last
November until 2021, Ronaldo is the highest
paid sports star in the world with $93 million
(80 million euros) earned in 2016-2017,
according to Forbes. — AFP

CARDIFF: Real Madrid’s Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo arrives at the team’s
hotel in Cardiff, south Wales, on June 2, 2017. Ronaldo heads to court tomorrow,
accused of evading 14.7 million euros in tax through offshore companies. — AFP

Ronaldo to start 
season in court

KUWAIT: VIVA, Kuwait’s fastest-growing and
most developed telecom operator, announced
the conclusion of VIVA Manchester United
Soccer Academy’s players training camp 2017,
in Manchester.

The program included several workshops
and activities educating the players on the
best maneuvers, attacks, different scenarios
and conditioned games. The program also

focused on different technical areas, such as
dribbling, short passing, turning and finishing.  

During the camp, the players visited Old
Trafford Stadium and 5 special players have
been honored: Makki Al-Gallaf, Khaled Al-
Obayyan, Hasan Dashti, Hussein Dashti and
Anwar Al-Jassar.

Commenting on this occasion, Abdelrazzaq
Bader Al-Essa, Corporate Communications

Director at VIVA said: “We are proud of the
Kuwaiti players who engaged in this training
camp and demonstrated high and significant
soccer skills. We shared those players this unri-
valled experience during their trip and we
hope they carry on in this journey to reach
more success.” He added: “VIVA will keep sup-
porting the Kuwaiti youth athletes to fulfill
their dreams and accomplish their goals.” 

VIVA concludes VIVA MU Soccer 
Academy’s players training camp


