
TOKYO: Sumo grand champion Harumafuji announced
he would retire yesterday to take responsibility for
injuring a junior wrestler in an incident that has threat-
ened to taint the image of Japan’s national sport just as
it was regaining popularity.

The 33-year-old Mongolian-born “yokozuna” (grand
champion) had already apologised earlier this month
after media reported he had beaten junior wrestler
Takanoiwa while drinking at a restaurant-bar with oth-
er wrestlers.

“As ‘yokozuka’ I feel responsible for injuring
Takanoiwa and so will retire from today,” a stern-faced
Harumafuji told a news conference carried live by sev-
eral Japanese broadcasters in Fukuoka, southern Japan,
site of the most recent tour-
nament. “I apologise from my
heart to the people, sumo
fans, the Japan Sumo
Association, to supporters of
my ‘stable’ (gym) and my
‘oyakata’ (coach) and his
wife for causing such trou-
ble.” Harumafuji gave no
details of the incident-still
under investigation by
police-which media reports
said occurred when he got angry because the younger
wrestler was checking his smartphone after being chas-
tised for a bad attitude. 

Takanoiwa, 27, did not take part in the latest tourna-
ment due to his injuries, which the sumo association
said included a fractured skull and concussion. “I had
heard that he was lacking in manners and civility and
thought it was my duty as a senior wrestler to correct
and teach him,” Harumafuji said. “But I went too far,” he
said, adding that the incident did not occur because he
had been drinking.

The incident has highlighted sumo’s struggle to
reform harsh conditions that can breed violence in its
closed, hierarchical world, although some wrestlers say

there have been improvements in the decade since a
trainee was beaten to death.

“Sumo, recognising its responsibility as the sport
with the longest history in Japan, must stamp out vio-
lence so that the expectations of the people, including
youth, are not again betrayed,” Education Minister
Yoshimasa Hayashi, whose ministry oversees sports,
said in a parliamentary committee meeting.

STRUGGLE WITH VIOLENCE
The head of an advisory body to the JSA, the

Yokozuna Deliberation Council, had said this week the
affair warranted “extremely harsh punishment” but did
not issue a final decision because both the JSA and

police were still investigat-
ing.

“There is almost no
doubting that an act of vio-
lence was carried out,”
Masato Kitamura, chairman
of the panel, told a news
conference after a council
meeting on Monday.

“The general feeling with-
in the council is that a strict
disciplinary measure is

required,” he added.
A former oyakata was sentenced to five years in

prison in 2010 after a court found he had ordered
wrestlers to beat 17-year-old trainee Takashi Saito,
who had tried to run away, in 2007. Saito died from his
injuries. Mongolian yokozuna Asashoryu, who often
found himself at odds with sumo authorities over his
behaviour, quit the sport that same year after a probe
into reports of a drunken scuffle in Tokyo.

Those incidents and increased competition from
other sports eroded the popularity of sumo, in which
giant wrestlers clad in silk loin-cloths seek to topple,
throw or push each other out of a raised ring.

However, January’s promotion of Japanese wrestler

Kisenosato to grand champion, the first home-grown
yokozuna in 19 years, helped to rebuild the sport’s fan
base. Harumafuji, one of many Mongolian wrestlers to
dominate sumo in recent years, started his career in
Japan at the age of 16 and was promoted to yokozuna
in 2012. He has won nine grand tournaments in all.

Reflecting on his 17-year career in sumo, Harumafuji
said: “I really love sumo. The way of sumo is not simply
to be strong, but through sumo... I wanted to inspire the

people and give them courage and hope.
The assault affair has grabbed headlines since the

news broke earlier this month and on Wednesday was
the second top news story on public broadcaster NHK,
after the launch of a North Korean ballistic missile that
splashed down near Japan.

Harumafuji’s retirement leaves three yokozuna
including fellow Mongolian Hakuho, but two have been
sidelined by injuries. —Reuters
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DAZAIFU: Mongolian-born yokozuna, or grand champion, Harumafuji leaves the room after a press conference to
announce his retirement in Dazaifu. — AFP

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia make their return to the World
Cup finals for the first time since 2006 aiming to
recapture the country’s glory days. The Saudis
reached the knockout phase in their first appearance
at the tournament in the United States in 1994 when
Saeed Owairan’s 80-yard run culminated in a remark-
able goal against Belgium that helped take the country
into the last 16.

Saudi Arabia’s fortunes at the World Cup have been
diminishing ever since, however, with none of their
appearances in 1998, 2002 — when they were
thrashed 8-1 by Germany-and 2006 seeing them
advance beyond the group phase.

The last decade witnessed a marked decline, with
the Saudi team failing to make a sustained impact at
any level until Bert van Marwijk took over as coach in
2015, with the Dutchman rebuilding confidence and
steering them to Russia.

Van Marwijk’s side was built on the foundations of
the Riyadh-based Al Hilal club, where Osama Hawsawi
is an imposing presence in defence, and Abdullah
Otayf controls midfield alongside the creative fulcrum
of Salman Al Faraj and Salem Al Dawsari.

None of the squad that qualified for the World Cup
finals plays professionally outside Saudi Arabia, with
Al Nassr and Al Ahli from the domestic league also
contributing key players such as Yahya Al Shehri and
Taisir Al Jassim.

But the Dutchman was ousted from his role just
days after qualification was sealed when he failed to
agree an extension to his contract and he was
replaced by Argentina’s Edgardo Bauza.

Bauza, who was fired by Argentina during their dif-
ficult qualifying campaign, was sacked by Saudi
Arabia after five matches in charge. He had made a
disappointing start to his tenure, losing friendlies to
Portugal and Bulgaria in November.

The Saudi football federation said on Wednesday
that they were “working on finishing the details with
another manager to replace Bauza and lead the
national team in the World Cup in Russia.” — Reuters

S Arabia target 
return to past 
glories in Russia BERLIN: World champions Germany expect nothing

less than a fifth World Cup triumph in Russia next year,
with coach Joachim Loew pointing to an abundance of
player choices as his main weapon. The Germans are
reaping the healthy rewards of their 15-year-old youth
investment plan with more than three dozen high-cali-
bre contenders vying for a place in Loew’s World Cup
squad. His team no longer depends solely on a spine of
2014 World Cup winners such as Manuel Neuer, Toni

Kroos, Mats Hummels, Sami Khedira and Thomas
Mueller. Having rested many of those stalwarts for next
year’s tournament, a second-string Germany oozed
class as they won the Confederations Cup in July to
stake claims for inclusion in the World Cup squad
heading to Russia a year later.

With young guns, including Timo Werner, Joshua
Kimmich, Emre Can and Leroy Sane earning regular
starts along with players like Lars Stindl and Sandro
Wagner, the Germans also recorded a perfect qualifica-
tion campaign with 10 wins in as many games.

They have also notched a 21-game unbeaten run
since their Euro 2016 semi-final defeat to France. “Only
we as world champions have something to lose in
Russia,” Loew said. “We have a very big goal and that
is to defend the title.”

Loew, in charge since 2006, had always wanted at
least two equally skilled players for each position and

he is guaranteed that wish for next year. First choice
keeper Neuer will be back from injury early next year
but even without him, Loew has top options with Paris
St Germain’s Kevin Trapp and Barcelona’s Marc Andre
ter Stegen among others.

His backline is equally crowded with talent, with
Joshua Kimmich quickly emerging as retired Philipp
Lahm’s successor in the rightback position, albeit with
an attacking edge. Germany’s midfield reads like a
“Who’s Who” of top European football with a dozen
players, including rising star Leon Goretzka as well as
Ilkay Guendogan, back from injury, vying for half those
spots. 

The 21-year-old Werner will lead the attack with the
striker having pushed past Mario Gomez in the pecking
order, with seven goals in 10 internationals as Germany
set out to become the first team to retain the title since
Brazil in 1962. — Reuters

Germany brimming 
with confidence 
ahead of title defence

MOSCOW: A picture taken yesterday shows a figure of Zabivaka, the official mascot for the 2018 FIFA World
Cup, at Manezhnaya square in downtown Moscow. — AFP

RIO DE JANEIRO:  Argentina came close to ending
their long trophy drought by reaching the World Cup
final in Brazil ago but there has been little progress
since then and the burden of improvement is now firm-
ly on the shoulders of new coach Jorge Sampaoli.

The South Americans went down to an extra-time
goal against Germany in the showpiece match at the
Maracana in 2014 and then followed that heart-break-
ing loss with two consecutive defeats in the finals of
the 2015 and 2016 Copa America.

Their last major success was the Copa America in
1993 but if three finals in three years from 2014 made
most Argentines think the trophy drought would soon
end, the South American qualifiers provided a rude
awakening. 

Qualifying for next year’s tournament was a strug-
gle, only made possible by Lionel Messi’s last-gasp
hat-trick in the final game against Ecuador. A five-time
World Player of the Year, Messi is the enigma at the
heart of Argentina’s long run of disappointment.

The Barcelona forward has appeared disillusioned
playing for his country, retiring from international foot-
ball in 2016 only to reverse his decision soon after. He
is the first name on the team sheet but if Argentina are
to add to the World Cups they won in 1978 and 1986
he will need support from his ageing team mates, par-
ticularly up front.

Argentina struggled to score in the qualifiers, net-
ting just 19 goals in 18 qualifiers, with only Bolivia
scoring fewer.   Since taking over in May, Sampaoli has
dropped the team’s other proven scorer, Gonzalo
Higuain; Juventus’ Paulo Dybala has yet to score in 12
internationals; and Sergio Aguero, Manchester City’s
record scorer, has spent much of his time on the bench. 

Those decisions have heaped more pressure on
the former Chile manager, who became Argentina’s
third coach in  three years when he replaced
Edgardo Bauza. They have won just four of their
eight games in Sampaoli’s tenure and, most worry-
ingly, only one of their competitive fixtures, that 3-1
win over Ecuador. —Reuters

MOSCOW: World Cup hosts Russia, the lowest-ranked
team in next year’s tournament, hope to get past the
group stage for the first time in post-Soviet history but,
with a tepid attack, inconsistent goalkeeping and stiff
competition, the odds are slim. 

The country, competing as Russia and the Soviet
Union, has made 10 World Cup appearances and will
host the tournament for the first time next June and July. 

In their three appearances since the collapse of the
Soviet Union, in 1994, 2002 and 2014, Russia have
failed to reach the knockout stage. Doing so on home
turf at the 2018 tournament would represent a signifi-
cant accomplishment for Stanislav Cherchesov’s side.

Appointed manager after Russia’s early exit from the
2016 European championship, Cherchesov has few
options to add depth to the team.

Unlike other teams in the World Cup finals, Russia
have not had the chance to gauge their strength in
qualifying, relying on international friendlies to prepare
for the tournament. 

Critics say Russian players, most of whom play in
their country’s domestic league, have been cocooned
from high-calibre competition, hindering their develop-
ment.  Russia are heavily dependent on game-changing
saves by veteran goalkeeper and captain Igor Akinfeev,
who has a chequered history in international matches.
At the 2014 World Cup, a jittery Akinfeev fumbled the
ball on a harmless shot to give South Korea a goal and
a 1-1 draw, a gaffe that contributed to Russia’s group-
stage exit without a win.

The team will be looking for a spark from strikers
Alexander Kokorin and Fedor Smolov, who lead the
Russian Premier League scoring list this season with
nine and eight goals respectively.

Kokorin, who plays for Zenit St Petersburg, seems to
have regained his form after recently being recalled to
the national team for the first time in nearly a year. The
26-year-old had been excluded over poor play and
participation in a champagne-fuelled party in Monaco
after Russia crashed out of the Euros.  — Reuters
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Modric accused 
of tax fraud
MADRID: Real Madrid midfielder Luka Modric became
the latest football star in Spain accused by prosecutors of
committing tax fraud on revenue from his image rights, a
court filing revealed yesterday.

Prosecutors believe the Croatian, whose wife Vadja is
also cited in the accusation, evaded 870,728 euros ($1.03
million) in 2013 and 2014 via a shell company set up in
Luxembourg.

However, that figure could rise once details of financial
holdings belonging to the player in the Isle of Man are
revealed to Spanish authorities. Modric, 32, joined Madrid
from Tottenham Hotspur for a reported fee of £30 million
($40 million) in 2012.

He is just the latest in a series of star players based in
Spain to be accused of tax fraud on income related to
image rights in the past few years. On Tuesday, Madrid
left-back Marcelo admitted to a 490,917 euro tax fraud
via his image rights in 2013.—AFP


