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BASRA: With his social media campaign welcoming
Saudi Arabia’s football team to Iraq-”Greens, you’re at
home!”- Arkan Taqi has broken a taboo in his home-
town Basra, close to the Iranian border. On the eve of
a friendly match between Iraq and Saudi Arabia today
that marks the return of international football to the
city, Arkan and around a dozen supporters hope they
have changed minds in Basra, an overwhelmingly
Shiite Muslim city, as they await Sunni-dominated
Saudi Arabia.

A 90-minute match
could have long-lasting
repercussions in other
ways. It is the first time
football-mad Iraq, who
almost made the cut for
the 2018 World Cup
themselves, have hosted
an international match
since 1990.

The country has not
played full internationals
on home turf ever since
its 1990 invasion of
Kuwait that sparked an
international embargo.  The ban, covering all but
domestic matches, stayed in place after the US-led
invasion of 2003 that toppled dictator Saddam Hussein.

RETURN TO ‘NORMALCY’ 
With this friendly, Iraq aim to strengthen their case

with world football governing body FIFA to lift the ban
on them hosting competitive international matches. By
hosting a team which has qualified for this year’s World
Cup in Russia, Iraq hope to instigate a diplomatic rap-
prochement with Riyadh and convince FIFA they are fit

to host internationals. Outside the futuristic 60,000-
seater Basra Stadium-a vast arena inspired by the
national tree, the palm-security forces are already in
place to try and ensure the match goes ahead without a
hitch. As Iraq returns to the international scene follow-
ing the war with the Islamic State, which has now been
forced out of all major cities in the country, Baghdad is
seeking to enhance this return to “normalcy” in other
areas. Football is one of the first of those areas, and
convincing FIFA is the perfect place to start to reach

millions of fans around
the world. FIFA presi-
dent Gianni Infantino has
been invited to the
event, though it is
unclear yet if he will
attend.

‘THIS IS A DREAM’ 
“There are still hostile

feelings between Iraqis
and Saudis, but they are
shrinking more and
more,” says Arkan, 26.
While Saudi supported

Iraq in its eight-year long war with Iran from 1980, it
was on the frontline against Saddam Hussein’s invasion
of Kuwait and was part of the international coalition
that supported an embargo against Baghdad.

No Saudi flags fly in the streets around the stadium
in the southern city of Basra, which has some two mil-
lion inhabitants, as old rivalries persist. But the authori-
ties have said they will hand out hundreds of Saudi
green flags in the run-up to kick-off.

Online, the match has already begun with millions of
Iraqis and Saudis interacting thanks to Arkan and his

friends, who created a hash-tag to welcome their visi-
tors. Throughout Iraq, travel agencies have also organ-
ised trips to Basra.

“For us, seeing Arab teams play in Basra was a
dream,” Ammar Kitan, 56, who works for the city coun-
cil in Basra, told AFP. And this dream “is not only impor-
tant for Basra but for all Iraq”, said Ahmed Massoud, a
25-year-old student, because “this match against a

team that goes to the World Cup will help lift the (FIFA)
ban and prove that the city is safe”.

On the pitch, Iraqi defender Ali Faez said the signifi-
cance of the match is also felt by the players. “The
match with Saudi Arabia is of great importance on
more than one level: to lift the ban on our stadiums, but
also for us, as a team, to improve our image in the world
rankings,” said the 24-year-old international. — AFP
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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

SPANISH LEAGUE
Athletic de Bilbao v Valencia 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3
Malaga v Sevilla 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Getafe v Deportivo La Coruna 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 4
Atletico de Madrid v Leganes 23:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3
Villarreal v Eibar 23:30
beIN SPORTS HD 4

MILAN: Napoli pulled four points clear at the top
of Serie A on Monday with a 5-0 hammering of
Cagliari a day after champions Juventus’ game in
Turin was snowed off. Jose Callejon and Dries
Mertens gave Maurizio Sarri’s side a comfortable
two-goal lead at the break with a goal from cap-
tain Marek Hamsik, a Lorenzo Insigne penalty and
Mario Rui’s free-kick sealing a 10th straight league
win. Napoli are targeting a third Serie A title and
first since 1990, with their sole focus now on the
Scudetto after their Europa League and Italian
Cup exits. “It’s an important result,” said Napoli
forward Insigne. “We are ahead but it depends on
us, we must always win. Juve never give up, but we
have shown we have great character and big heart.

“We’re playing every game as if it were a final.
We hope it will pay off in the end.”

And in Sardinia they dominated Cagliari-who
are just five points above the drop zone-as snow
wreaked havoc on the Italian Peninsula.

Sunday’s Serie A game between champions
Juventus and Atalanta in Turin was postponed
because of blizzard-like conditions in northern
Italy. Napoli have 69 points from 26 matches, four
points ahead of Juventus, who have a game in
hand, with Lazio moving up to third after Sunday’s
3-0 win over Sassuolo. “I hope to get to 100
points,” said Sarri. “But for us it would be unknown
territory, we don’t know if we can get there. “I told
the lads that of the 12 games left we have to win 11
and draw one,” he added with Napoli’s next two
games against Roma and Inter Milan.

Cagliari gave a first start to North Korean for-
ward Han Kwang-Song who has returned to the
Mediterranean island from a loan spell at Perugia.
Brazilian Allan set up Callejon for the opener after
29 minutes and, three minutes before the break,
Mertens finished off an Elseid Hysaj cross.

Cagliari also had their chances but Leonardo
Pavoletti was off target twice with Pepe Reina
denying Han. But after the break Napoli dominated
with Hamsik getting the third on the hour mark for
his sixth in the league this season.

Insigne then converted a penalty awarded after
Leandro Castan raised his hand to clear, with Rui
completing the rout with a free-kick, condemning
Cagliari to their 15th defeat of the season. —AFP
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BASRA: Iraqi fans cheer as their national football team players take part in a training session yesterday a
day ahead of their friendly match against Saudi Arabia. — AFP 

PARIS: Neymar still has a “small chance” of playing
against Real Madrid in the Champions League and
there are no plans for an operation on his cracked bone,
Paris Saint-Germain coach Unai Emery said yesterday.

“For Neymar there has been no decision to have an
operation,” said Emery, denying an earlier report in the
Brazilian press that the world’s most expensive player
would go under the knife to fix the cracked bone in his
foot. “Neymar is the first to want to play every match,
he’s very focussed on Real. I think there’s a small
chance that he’ll be ready for the match,” added Emery.
PSG trail 3-1 from the last 16 first leg in Madrid two
weeks ago and the loss of Neymar would be a huge
blow to their chances of overturning that deficit at the
Parc des Princes on March 6 and reaching the
Champions League quarter-finals.

Neymar suffered a cracked metatarsal in his foot and
a twisted ankle in an innocuous looking incident against
Marseille on Sunday night. And while Spaniard Emery
said there is a possibility he’ll recover by next week, he
was more pessimistic than he had been on Sunday
night. “Today, after analysing Neymar, it looks less like-
ly than it did on Sunday that he’ll be ready for this
match,” said Emery. However, he was clear in his dis-
missal of a report published by Brazilian media outlet
Globo Esporte on Tuesday morning that claimed a
decision had already been reached for Neymar to
undergo an operation, and that he would be out until
May. “Last night (Monday) the club issued an official
statement: it said how the player was medically,” added
Emery. “Things (like operations) aren’t decided like

that,” he added, clicking his fingers.
“You need discussions with the doctor, the player,

his entourage.  “To make such an important decision
you need tranquility and a bit of patience. “Right now, I
don’t think you need anything else. There’s a lot of
information from outside, but the truth is what I told
you, which is what the doctor told me.”

While PSG’s primary concern is having the world’s
most expensive player available for their Champions

League match next week, in Brazil it is Neymar’s partic-
ipation at the World Cup that is most important.

The 26-year-old captained Brazil to their first ever
Olympic gold medal 18 months ago on home soil and
is seen as crucial to their hopes in Russia in June and
July. Were he to undergo and operation now and
return to fitness in May, that would suit Brazil, who
could rely then on a fully fit and fresh Neymar for the
World Cup. —AFP
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PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian forward Neymar Jr is evacuated on a stretcher during the French
L1 football match between Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) and Marseille (OM) at the Parc des Princes in Paris
on Monday. — AFP

BERLIN: Bayern Munich’s iron-grip on the
Bundesliga shows no signs of weakening, but in
Germany there is fear the lack of strong domestic
rivals is hurting their Champions League chances.
Despite Saturday’s goalless draw at home to Hertha
Berlin, Bayern finished the weekend 20 points clear.

Bayern are steaming towards a sixth straight title,
but recent European success has eluded them. “Until
April, Bayern won’t have any challenges,” bemoaned
German magazine Kicker. “How can they keep up
pressure in the squad?

“It won’t be easy given a sixth successive title is
practically in the bag and there isn’t a single week in
March, other than the return trip to Istanbul, with two
matches.” Their 5-0 hammering of 10-man Besiktas in
last week’s last-16 first leg, leaves Bayern on the
verge of a Champions League quarter-final berth,
unless disaster strikes in the return leg on March 14. 

Bayern last won the competition in 2013, but in
each of the four seasons since they have lost in the
Champions League knock-out stage to Spanish clubs.
Pep Guardiola’s team bowed out of the semi-finals to
Real Madrid, Barcelona and Atletico Madrid in con-
secutive seasons.

Last season, under Carlo Ancelotti, Bayern lost in
the quarter-finals to Real. Critics say a dearth of
strong domestic rivals means Bayern are rarely tested
and struggle when under pressure.

Bundesliga teams tend to defend conservatively
against Bayern. “The attitude is often that opponents
don’t want to lose heavily,” said ex-Bayern midfielder
Michael Ballack.

“There is often too much respect.” Former West
Germany striker Dieter Hoeness, brother of Bayern
president Uli, says Bayern’s huge lead does them no
favours. “When you have such a big lead, you lack a
bit of bite,” he told Sky.

“This huge gap is a problem for the Bundesliga,
but also for Bayern.” Bayern are Germany’s sole
remaining Champions League side-compared to
England’s five teams-in the last 16.

Borussia Dortmund and RB Leipzig both failed to
make it past the group stage. In order for Bayern to
continue competing on the European stage, they need
genuine domestic rivals.

“It would be good if alongside Dortmund and
Bayern, a third team constantly reached the
Champions League,” said Bayern striker Robert
Lewandowski. To do so, German clubs would need
increased spending power.

In a bid to boost foreign investment, the German
Football League (DFL) is considering ditching its
‘50+1’ rule, which ensures clubs are majority owned
by their own membership rather than external
investors. A change could see cash from overseas fill-
ing Bundesliga clubs’ coffers in the future.

GERMAN TALENT MAGNET 
Too often, though, the rest of the Bundesliga is

dwarfed by Bayern’s financial might and prestige. For

years, they have lured Germany’s best young talent
from rivals to Munich, such as Serge Gnabry,
Sebastian Rudy, Niklas Suele, Sandro Wagner and
Leon Goretzka.

But the last player to come through the club’s
academy and make the grade was Austria defender
David Alaba-back in 2010. While Bayern tend to
keep their top players, their domestic rivals often
lose theirs-either to Munich or big-spending for-
eign clubs.

Dortmund lost two stars in the space of six months.
Ousmane Dembele joined Barcelona for 105 million
euros ($129.2m), before Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang
was sold to Arsenal for £56 million ($78 million).

In contrast, Bayern paid a Bundesliga record 47.5
million euros for French midfielder Corentin Tolisso
last year. Excluding the Tolisso deal, the Bundesliga’s
biggest transfer this season is the 25 million euros
Dortmund paid Dynamo Kiev for Andriy Yarmolenko-
a paltry sum compared to what Paris Saint-Germain,
Barcelona and Real Madrid are prepared to spend.

In return, Bundesliga clubs are getting young play-
ers from England looking for experience. Former
Germany coach Bertie Vogts says the Bundesliga is in
danger of becoming a feeder to the English Premier
League rather than a rival.

“It must be a warning signal that English clubs
send their young players to the Bundesliga just for
them to play, because they do not have places in the
Premier League,” said Vogts. This season, Jadon
Sancho joined Dortmund because he felt he had limit-
ed opportunities at Manchester City.

Fellow England prospect Reece Oxford is on loan
at Borussia Moenchengladbach from West Ham and
Everton’s Ademola Lookman opted for a stint at RB
Leipzig. — AFP
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