
MOSCOW: Russia’s last World Cup game against Uruguay
brought the overachievers down to earth with a thud. Their
next one against Spain might just send them over the
moon. The hosts play their most important match in three
decades when they face the 2010 champions in Moscow
today in the last 16.

They are making their first appearance in the World
Cup knockout stages in the post-Soviet era as the ultimate
underdogs-Spain have not lost a match in two years while
Russia entered the tournament without winning a game in
eight months. The last competitive match between them
saw the Spaniards prevail 3-0 in the semi-finals of Euro
2008. “We want to perform a minor miracle,” said Russia
forward Artem Dzyuba. “We want to give our supporters
an even bigger present.”

The month-long extravaganza has always been about
much more than football to Russian President Vladimir
Putin. The hosts are spending a record $13 billion to put on
a show that projects Putin’s vision of Russia as a global
power that has regained its Soviet might.

Russia’s stadiums were meant to wow the crowds. Its
football team was not. And then it did. The men in red
kicked off the tournament in Moscow’s 80,000-seat
Luzhniki Stadium-the crucible of Soviet and Russian
sport-with a 5-0 thumping of Saudi Arabia.

The performance, including two goals from midfielder
Denis Cheryshev, made a mockery of Russia’s ranking as
the tournament’s worst team. But it also came against lowly
opposition and left many feeling a sense of relief that their

lowly Sbornaya were not embarrassed on the world stage.
Russia’s 3-1 defeat of Mohamed Salah’s Egypt raised

more eyebrows. The win came with its own caveat: Salah
was not at his best after a shoulder injury he suffered in
Liverpool’s Champions League loss to Real Madrid.

Yet Russia really were looking better than advertised.
The number of fans who thought they might actually win
the whole thing edged up from 11 to 14 percent. And then
came last Monday’s 3-0 defeat to Uruguay in a game that
decided who finished first in Group A.

“Welcome back, Sbornaya!” said one sardonic tweet
when the score was 2-0 and Russia were down to 10 men.
“I finally recognise my team,” another quipped. The num-
ber of Russians who still thought their team could become
champions promptly fell to six percent.

Russia now return to the Luzhniki for the Spain
encounter, with no one seemingly certain about how good
they are. A victory would be a famous one. A defeat would
only confirm doubts that have surrounded the team since
the Soviet Union’s collapse.

The Soviet Union reached the last 16 at the 1986 tour-
nament in Mexico, losing 4-3 to Belgium in extra time. That
squad featured the great forward Oleg Blokhin and agile
goalkeeper Rinat Dasayev. The team went on to lose the
final of Euro 1988 to Ruud Gullit’s Netherlands. A similar
result against Spain would see the Russians leave the tour-
nament with their heads held high. “We are simply delight-
ed with making it out of the group,” local organising com-
mittee chief Alexei Sorokin said. — AFP
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MOSCOW: Spain’s forward David Silva (L) and Spain’s coach Fernando Hierro (R) poses for pictures upon their
arrival for a press conference at the Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow, yesterday, on the eve of their Russia 2018 World
Cup round of 16 football match against Russia.—AFP

Russia’s first appearance in the World Cup knockout stages

BUENOS AIRES: Argentine legend Diego Maradona is a
controversial idol, worshipped as a god for his World Cup-
winning exploits but whose life of excess has left a tor-
mented public back home torn between veneration and
derision.

The 57-year-old hit the headlines in Russia this week
when he was filmed making two-handed middle-finger
gestures to fans during Argentina’s narrow win over
Nigeria in their final World Cup pool game.

How to take his attention-grabbing outbursts is a recur-
ring theme back home in Argentina. “He thinks that the
love that Argentines lavish on him is so great that when he
behaves badly we’ll look the other way,” said 55-year-old
businessman Bruno Sollner.

Daniel Carballo, 56, agreed that Maradona “is not an
example, at least not for me and most of my friends and my
family, no.” “There are things that are not acceptable, but
well, he’s like that,” Carballo added.

Other South Americans tend to perceive Argentines as
arrogant, and Maradona’s cockiness and public anguish
seem to personify a nation’s suffering at its team’s stutter-
ing performance in Russia.

“He is arrogant, he gets out of control because of arro-
gance,” said Sollner. Maradona got adoration for his goals
against England in the 1986 World Cup, both the cheat
goal he scored with his hand-he called it the “Hand of
God” — and another, when he danced past five English
players to score what is widely acknowledged as one of
the greatest goals of all time.  In Buenos Aires that day, he
became a god. It was almost as if he had avenged with a
football Argentina’s painful defeat in the Falklands War
against Britain four years earlier.

Irreverent, charismatic and provocative, Maradona
remains an idol in Argentina, even for a generation too
young to have seen him play, when his name became syn-
onymous with footballing genius. Paula Garcia Paz, a
teacher, was six when Maradona lifted the World Cup in
1986. “I’ll never forget it, that goal against England is
something so memorable for Argentines,” she said. Sollner
said “we love him because he has stood up to the powerful,
because on the pitch he never gave up, and you can see
how much defeat hurts him.  “That devotion for a soccer
fan is vital, it’s called sweating for the shirt,” he added.

The antics at the World Cup have been amusing and
disturbing by turns, but for Argentines a distracting
sideshow to the main event on the pitch.  Carried out of his
seat in the VIP box after the match, he was forced to deny
rumors he had been hospitalized, saying the next day that
he was “very alive.”

“In Russia he’s caused a stir, he’s a guy who retired
decades ago and who won things 30 years ago, but if he
sneezes. we’re all on tenterhooks, waiting.  That’s unique.
That’s Maradona,” said Sollner. Those who know
Maradona describe him as having an explosive personality
while keeping his feet on the ground, despite having
reached a sporting Olympus.  “Diego was a kid in the slum,
with a kite, on which he wrote the name Maradona. He
started to run and the kite took flight, but he stayed on the
ground,” is how biographer Guillermo Blanco puts it.
Blanco said Maradona “just like everyone else has good-
ness, badness, ego, solidarity... but when he does some-
thing, he’s unlike others who are considered ‘balanced.’ He
does it to the Nth degree.”

Angry with his daughters, in a legal battle with his ex-
wife, scammed by a relative or banned for doping at the
1994 World Cup, Maradona’s turbulent front-page life
makes him a figure of pity for many Argentines, particular-
ly the middle class.

They still deride him for flaunting his friendships with
late leftist leaders Fidel Castro and Hugo Chavez. He insists
he no longer takes cocaine, a habit that began in his hey-
day with Italian team Napoli, but his behavior during the
Nigeria match has given rise to some concern.

“He needs to continue getting attention like in former
times, but by giving an even worse example,” said Laura
Orsi. “He is an icon of another time, but he erased all the

glory with his behaviour: Drugs, alcohol and fame went to
his head,” said the 56-year-old systems analyst.

There are inevitable comparisons between Maradona
and Lionel Messi, but until the younger man wins a World
Cup, Maradona remains a cut above for most Argentines.
“Messi is a phenomenon, but the world of football, until
now, has not seen a player like Maradona,” his old team-
mate Claudia Caniggia said recently.  Another contempo-
rary, Julio Olarticoechea, agreed: “Seeing him, not only in
games, but in training, was something else. Diego was
magic. That’s the word.” “Messi still hasn’t managed to give
us the happiness Diego did,” said Garcia Paz, the teacher.

“He thought he was a god and made many mistakes, but
I know that the day he leaves this world, Argentina will be
paralyzed.” — AFP
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MOSCOW: Former World Cup final referee Arnaldo
Cezar Coelho disapproves of fair play as a tiebreaker at
the tournament and thinks a corner count would be a
better way of separating teams who finish level on
points and goals, he told Reuters.

Senegal became the first team in World Cup history
to be eliminated on yellow cards after finishing level
with Japan on points, goal difference and goals scored
in Group H on Thursday. The Africans picked up six

yellow cards in their three games to Japan’s four. FIFA
said it had no plans to change the rules.

Brazilian Coelho, who also criticised the use of video
assistant referees (VAR) in incidents such as handball,
said tiebreakers should be decided by objective crite-
ria.   “The problem is that a yellow card is subjective...
and some referees tend to be stricter and give more
yellow cards than others,” he said in an interview. “So, if
a team plays in a match with a stricter referee, they will
be at a disadvantage. “For me there is another way...
counting corners. It’s a technical criteria and to win
corners you have to attack, you have to play football.”
Japan’s final match, a 1-0 defeat by Poland, ended in
farce as they effectively stopping playing, thereby
avoiding picking up bookings or red cards that would
have jeopardised their second-place finish.

“They wouldn’t have done that if corners had been
used,” said Coelho, who commentates for Brazilian tele-
vision. He said there was nothing match officials could
do in such circumstances and added that he was speak-
ing from experience, having been a linesman during the

so-called “non-aggression” match between West
Germany and Austria in 1982.

“I felt powerless,” he said, recalling Germany’s 1-0
win that sent the both teams through at the expense of
Algeria after a soulless kick about. Coelho, the first
non-European to referee a World Cup final when he
officiated at the Italy-West Germany match in 1982,
said that VAR was a good idea in principle but its use
should be restricted to objective decisions such as off-
side. “In these cases, VAR is important to resolve prob-
lems, to help save the referee... it’s a parachute,” he said.
“On the other hand, to resolve any incident which is a
matter of interpretation, it’s very risky because the ref-
eree on the field sees the normal movement of the game
and can interpret things at five metres distance by the
movement of the players. “The video referee, mean-
while, makes calls based on slow motion which distorts
the incident because it does not always the reflect the
intensity of the movement.” Coelho said that similar
handball incidents were still producing different deci-
sions, even with the help of VAR.—Reuters
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Briefs from World Cup

Financial gains
How much are you willing to pay to see your country
win the World Cup? Dutch bank ING asked supporters
of nine World Cup finalists. Argentines topped the poll,
with 41 percent questioned saying they were prepared
to give up one percent of their annual salary to see
Lionel Messi and company lift the trophy on July 15.
The French, Argentina’s last-16 rivals, were less com-
mitted, with only 14 percent prepared to sacrifice some
of their hard-earned euros on seeing Didier
Deschamps’s men triumph.

On the chin
Michy Batshuayi’s clumsy celebrations after Adnan
Januzaj scored against England have become a source
of online amusement. The Borussia Dortmund striker
mishit the ball, it ricocheted off the goalpost and hit him
smack bang on his face. He took it on the chin, tweet-
ing: “Why am I so stupid, bro?”

Sacked
Football and politics don’t mix. A candidate for mayor
in the Mexican town of Atlixco can certainly vouch for
that. Juan Antonio Villarroel Garcia travelled to Russia
to support the national team. His trip appeared on
social media, and he was promptly fired. “He aban-
doned his responsibilities,” his political party declared. 

India’s World Cup pupils
Iceland, population 330,000, made it but India, popu-
lation 1.25 billion, has never graced the World Cup
stage. That hasn’t stopped Indians keeping a close eye
on events in Russia-especially teachers at a school in
Siliguri, which has organised a World Cup for its pupils.
Each team wears the colours of one of the finalists, an
opportunity to learn about each the country, its culture,
geography, and cultural differences, but also the rules
of football, perhaps in anticipation of qualification for
Qatar 2022.

Ronaldo for president?
“Cristiano Ronaldo is the greatest player in the
world.” That’s not only the view of all Portugal and
Real Madrid fans but also the president of the
United States. “They say he is the greatest player,”
Donaldo Trump told Portuguese President Marcelo
Rebelo de Sousa when the two heads of state met in
the White House. “So, tell me, how good a player is
he?” asked Trump. “Are you impressed?” I’m very
much impressed. He’s the best player in the world,”
nodded De Sousa. But despite his  popularity,
Ronaldo has no chance of swapping the keys of his
dressing room locker for the keys of state. “So will
(Cristiano) ever run for president against you?”
Trump asked Robelo de Sousa. “He wouldn’t win!
You know he won’t win?”. “Well, president, you
know there’s something I must tell you,” replied
Rebelo de Sousa. “Portugal is not the United States.
It’s a little different!” —AFP


