
DOHA: In four years’ time, Qatar’s Khalifa International
Stadium will host a World Cup quarter-final, but on
Tuesday it had to make do with a big screen. Some
4,500 people packed out the stadium’s fan zone as it
showed France beating Belgium in the semi-final in
Russia, knowing that the clock is ticking for Qatar’s
World Cup in 2022.

Atef, a 30-year-old local who is supporting Belgium,
says he has enjoyed the tournament. “It’s competitive, it
makes it more interesting, to see someone new in the
World Cup,” he says. But he admits the unpredicted
success of Russia has put more pressure on Qatar to
follow-up with a tournament equally as good. “To be
honest, yes, there is much pressure. This will be the first
World Cup in the Middle East,” says Atef.

“It’s not only big for Qatar, it’s big for the region.”
The game has attracted people from all over Doha,
mostly men, but there are plenty of families and women
in attendance. Fans drawn from Qatar, Kenya,
Bangladesh, India, Pakistan are glued to the screen,
screaming and jumping at several near misses.

Popcorn and soft drink sellers move among the
crowd and people are still pouring in some 30 minutes
after kick-off. The stadium is air-conditioned and needs
to be as the humidity of a Doha summer makes it feel
like the temperature is above 40 degrees Celsius (104
Fahrenheit), past nine o’ clock in the evening. 

It is clear that Belgium are the fans’ favourites in the
Khalifa stadium-though some supporters are in French
replica shirts-but the game also shows the global

appeal of the World Cup. One Indian fan, Pooja, admits
she does not really like football, but takes an interest in
the game every four years when the World Cup comes
around. Nearby, Mohamed, a Qatari teacher is there to
watch the match with his family, but is also thinking four
years’ ahead. “I think we can make it better than Russia,
because there have been more sports in Doha before-
hand,” he says.

Qatar’s World Cup bid has been hit by several con-
troversies over allegations of corruption, human rights’
abuse and the vexed issue of alcohol for fans when
some 1.5 million supporters are expected to descend on
Doha in 2022. Qatar, a conservative Muslim country, is
not a dry state, but it has strict rules on the purchase of
alcohol. Booze will be sold at the tournament, but the
plan so far is for it to be restricted to certain zones.
Mohamed though is not bothered. “There’s no problem
with that, if you want to drink, drink,” he says. But won’t
locals be offended? “No, I don’t believe that,” adds
Mohamed. 

‘I AM SO EXCITED’ 
Teenager Jassim from Bangladesh, is dressed in a

Qatari robe and says he cannot wait to watch games
live in four years’ time. “This makes me so excited, I
will go to games in 2022,” says the 15-year-old. High
in the seats provided for fans sits Alex, 29, a security
guard from Kenya, was cheering Belgium because a
former Belgian national team player, Divock Origi, has
Kenyan roots.

But his mind is as much on 2022 as the semi-final. He
has been in the Gulf for two years and one of the rea-
sons he come to Qatar is the World Cup. “It will be a

privilege for me to see the World Cup,” he says excit-
edly. “If my visa expires, I will have to find a way to
extend it so I am here for 2022.” — AFP
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ST PETERSBURG: The following fact-
box details five times a Video Assistant
Referee (VAR) made an impact at the
World Cup.

France 2-1 Australia
June 16, 2018

Group C
France’s first game against Australia

was the first time VAR was used to
award a penalty at the World Cup.
Antoine Griezmann was through on goal
and inside the penalty area before he
went down under contact from Josh
Risdon. Referee Andres Cunha allowed
play to continue, but stopped the game
after being alerted by the VAR. The ref-
eree checked replays on a pitch-side
monitor and awarded a penalty from
which Griezmann opened France’s
account.

Brazil 2-0 Costa Rica
June 22, 2018

Group E
The game was scoreless with 12 min-

utes remaining and Brazil were pushing
for an equaliser when Neymar went to
ground under a touch from Giancarlo
Gonzalez, leading referee Bjorn Kuipers
to award a penalty. The VAR intervened,
and the referee watched the replays and
reversed his decision, marking the first
time a VAR review had cancelled the
award of a penalty at the World Cup.

Iran 1-1 Portugal
June 25, 2018

Group B
Portugal captain Cristiano Ronaldo

was fouled in the box and the referee
awarded a record 19th penalty at the
World Cup before the knockout rounds.
Ronaldo missed his spot kick, but the
decision eclipsed the previous record
tally of 18 penalties awarded at the 2002
World Cup hosted by Japan and South
Korea. VAR was used on two more occa-
sions of note in the same match when
Ronaldo was shown a yellow card for an
elbow and to award Iran a penalty for
handball in extra time that allowed the
Asian team to level the score.

Spain 2-2 Morocco
June 25, 2018

Group B
At nearly the same time as Iran was

scoring their penalty to level with Portugal,
Iago Aspas had scored a late goal to draw
Spain level with Morocco, but his celebra-
tions were cut short by the linesman’s flag
for offside. Referee Ravshan Irmatov was
alerted by the VAR to check the replays
and overturned the linesman’s decision and
awarded the goal, sending Spain through
to the knockout stages as group winners
ahead of Portugal.

Sweden 1-0 Switzerland
July 3, 2018
Round of 16

Sweden were 1-0 up and under pres-
sure from Switzerland late in the game
when they broke through the Swiss cor-
don and launched a quick counter-attack.
Martin Olsson was bearing down on the
Swiss goal when he was fouled by Michael
Lang and the referee awarded a penalty
and showed Lang a red card. After con-
sulting the VAR, the referee realised the
foul had taken place outside the area and
changed his decision, giving the Swedes a
free kick instead. — Reuters
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SAMARA: File photo shows Amir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani waits for the start of the
Russia 2018 World Cup round of 16 football match between Brazil and Mexico at the Samara Arena in
Samara on July 2, 2018. — AFP

‘It’s not only big for Qatar, it’s big for the region’

BANKOK: With victory dedications, soccer
shirts and offers of tours and match tickets,
some of soccer’s biggest names are cheering
the rescue of 12 Thai boys and their coach
from a flooded cave, a drama as gripping as
the World Cup now at the semi-final stage.

The last of the “Wild Boars” football team
and their coach were brought out of the cave
late on Tuesday after a dangerous rescue that
unleashed joy across Thailand, and earned the
boys celebrity plaudits from Italy and Spain
to England and Brazil.

France midfielder Paul Pogba called them
“heroes of the day” and dedicated to them his
country’s 1-0 win over Belgium, a victory that
catapulted Les Bleus into the World Cup final
for the first time in 12 years. 

“Well done boys, you are so strong,”
Pogba said on Twitter. England are deter-
mined to meet France and will play Croatia in
the other semi-final in Moscow yesterday.
Two members of the Three Lions squad,
defender Kyle Walker and goalkeeper Jack
Butland offered to send kit to the Thai boys.

Walker Tweeted a picture of one of the
boys in the cave, who wears a red England
shirt, and asked where he can send them jer-
seys. “Amazing news that all of the Thai kids
are out of the cave safely!” he said.

Former Real Madrid, Inter Milan and Brazil
striker Ronaldo had earlier urged the boys to
be strong while awaiting rescue, as did

Austrian defender Christian Fuchs, who won
the English Premier League title with Thai-
owned Leicester City. 

‘A REAL HERO’
Italian club AS Roma called the successful

mission “the best football news of the sum-
mer”, and offered its condolences to the
family of former navy diver Samarn Kunan,
who died during the rescue last week, after
delivering the boys oxygen. It said he was “a
real hero”. A Thai health official yesterday
said most of the boys, who are aged 11-16,
had lost some weight but were in good con-
dition and showed no signs of stress, despite
more than two weeks trapped deep in the
cave. The boys were in quarantine in hospital
yesterday, where they will remain for a week
for tests. 

That means they will not be taking soccer’s
world governing body FIFA up on its offer to
attend Sunday’s World Cup final in Russia.
“We will look into finding a new opportunity
to invite the boys to a FIFA event to share
with them a moment of communion and cele-
bration,” it said. But the “Wild Boars” will get
their chance to go on tour once fit. The foun-
dation of Spanish side Barcelona has invited
them to attend an international tournament
of the club’s academy, and watch a match at
the Nou Camp stadium. The boys and those
who saved them can also look forward to a
trip this season to the “Theatre of Dreams”,
otherwise known as Old Trafford, the home
of English giants Manchester United. “We
would love to welcome the team from Wild
Boars Football Club and their rescuers,” the
club Tweeted. —Reuters

Ticket offers,
tributes as world
soccer toasts Thai
cave boys’ rescue

CHIANG RAI: This handout video grab taken from footage released by The Thai government
public relations department (PRD) and Government spokesman bureau yesterday shows
members of the “Wild Boars” football team being treated at a hospital in Chiang Rai.— AFP

LONDON: French teenage midfielder Matteo
Guendouzi says he wants to become part of
the history of Premier League side Arsenal
after signing for them yesterday for a fee
reported to be £7million ($9.2million).

The 19-year-old-Arsenal’s fifth signing

since Unai Emery was appointed Arsene
Wenger’s successor in late May-joins from
Ligue 2 outfit Lorient Guendouzi, who began
his career in the youth system at Paris Saint
Germain before moving to Lorient in 2014,
told Arsenal’s website for him the move is a
dream come true.   

“Arsenal have always been the team clos-
est to my heart and a side I’ve wanted to join
since I was a child,” said Guendouzi.  “It gives
me great pride-it’s incredible. I hope I can do
great things here.

“It doesn’t get any better than coming to a
club like this, with so much history, like
Arsenal. I’m hugely proud. “I want to become
part of the club’s history and to achieve great
things here.” Emery, who was appointed to
the Gunners post after he lost his job at Paris

Saint Germain, said Arsenal had fended off
several other clubs in securing the signature
of Guendouzi, who has been capped at three
different age categories by France. 

“He is a talented young player and a lot of
clubs were interested in him,” said Emery. “He
has big potential and gained good first-team
experience last season with Lorient (in all he
made 26 appearances since he made his
debut in 2016).  “He wants to learn and
improve and will be an important part of our
first-team squad.”

Guendouzi joins Uruguayan international
midfielder Lucas Torreira, veteran Swiss
defender Stephan Lichtsteiner, German goal-
keeper Bernd Leno and experienced Greek
defender Sokratis Papastathopouloss as new
arrivals at the  Gunners. — AFP
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LOS ANGELES: Lance Stephenson, who
once blew in the left ear of LeBron James
trying to disrupt the NBA superstar, signed
a new contract Tuesday to join James on
the Los Angeles Lakers.  The 27-year-old
American guard played for Indiana the
past two seasons, each campaign ending
with a first-round playoff loss to James and
the Cleveland Cavaliers.

Stephenson has a history with James,
including a choke sign to Miami’s bench
after James missed a late free throw in a
lopsided Indiana playoff win in 2012, trash
talk and the ear-blow incident when Miami
met Indiana in the 2014 Eastern
Conference finals and striking James in the
groin when the star drove to the hoop in a
game last November.—AFP

Past LeBron foe Stephenson
joins ‘King James’ on Lakers


