
Peru gets out
of jail to win 
prisoners 
‘World Cup’
LIMA: It sounds like a punchline: How does
a team of prisoners win the World Cup? On
penalties!

That’s how Peru did it, getting out of jail to
beat Russia in a tense final at the giant Lima
Stadium last week. It wasn’t the real thing-
that begins in Russia later this month-but a
deadly serious competition nevertheless that
Peru’s prison authorities are calling the first
World Cup of prisons.

Anticipation of the Andean nation’s first
appearance at a World Cup finals in 36 years
has reached fever pitch, and for its chronical-
ly overcrowded prisons, the shadow prison
tournament provided a rare, sweet breath of
freedom.  “At last I can breathe a little air,”
sighed Francis Valero, a tattooed 27-year-old
locked up in Lima’s Lurigancho jail for drug
trafficking. “We are hoping this will help us
get reintegrated into society for good con-
duct.” Each of the 16 prisons included in the
unique competition took the name, and the
colors, of a country participating in the finals.
All the matches observed the national
anthems of each participating “national
team” and officiating at the matches were a
trio of professional referees.

The initial phases of the monthlong com-
petition, which involved shackled inmates
crisscrossing the country in buses amid high
security, was played in dusty exercise areas.
The prize for the finalists? Playing in the
wide open spaces of the capital’s massive
60,000-capacity Lima Stadium.

HIGH SECURITY 
For security reasons, the stands at the sta-

dium were almost empty. The few family

members permitted per player were vastly
outnumbered by 200 armed police wearing
bullet-proof vests. But that did not stop them
from living the moment as if they were fans,
and players, in a real World Cup finals. 

Peru, represented by Lurigancho prison,
beat “Russia”-a team from Chimbote prison
in northern Peru-on penalty kicks after it
ended all square at full time. The champions
received a cup, gold medals and sports out-
fits as prizes.  “I feel free for a moment, I
know that I will go back very soon. This title,
I dedicate it to my family, the sacrifice was
worthwhile,” said victorious Lurigancho
player Thomas Manuel Aguirre, serving a
sentence for aggravated robbery.

“The magic of football is that it has what
establishes the rules of a community,” said
National Penitentiary Institute head Carlos
Vasquez told AFP.  “In football, just like in a
community, we face a team and we have to
understand that’s it’s not an enemy but the
other side, you have to play by the rules of
the game.”

‘CRITICAL OVERCROWDING’ 
Like a real tournament, the tournament

was grouped into four “host” prisons in cities
in Ancon, Chimbote, Ica and Lima. The semi-
finals were played in Lurigancho, which has
the dubious reputation of being the most
overcrowded of Peru’s 69 prisons. Built to
houses 3,500 prisoners, it is home to 9,700
inmates, many of them categorized as “highly
dangerous.”

“Overcrowding is critical in Peruvian pris-
ons, where there are 187,000 inmates. But
you sense it less when there is order,”
Vasquez said, after handing out the winners’
medals after the final. “The inmates may have
violated the rules, they may have committed a
crime, but football unites them along with the
nation with the country’s participation in the
World Cup.” For inmate Omar Jaramillo
Mendez, in jail for aggravated robbery, it was
a chance to get a feel for life outside prison
walls again. “For us it represents something
important, that we, as human beings, reinte-
grate into society and become better people
in the future,” he said. — AFP
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PARIS: France underlined their World Cup credentials
with their three forwards all involved in the goals that
secured an impressive 3-1 friendly victory over Italy on
Friday. Just under two weeks before the finals start in
Russia, Tunisia were held 2-2 by 10-man Turkey,
Australia won 4-0 against the Czech Republic and
South Korea suffered a 3-1 home defeat after Bosnia’s
Edin Visca scored a hat-trick.

France showed the full extent of their firepower as
defender Samuel Umtiti scored at the end of a Kylian
Mbappe move while Antoine Griezmann and Ousman
Dembele found the net. The
Italians pulled a goal back
through central  defender
Leonardo Bonucci , who
fired home after the return-
ing Mario Balotel l i , new
coach Roberto Mancini ’s
favourite, saw his free kick
parried into the path of the
Azzurri captain.

But France were a cut
above Italy, who missed out
on the World Cup, with Umtiti
putting Les Bleus ahead after
keeper Salvatore Sirigu failed to deal with Mbappe’s
shot. Griezmann converted a second-half penalty and
Dembele curled a splendid shot into the top corner as
France hit the Italians on the break. France have been
drawn with Peru, Denmark and Australia in Group C at
the finals starting this month.

TUNISIA HELD
Tunisia were held to a 2-2 draw by 10-man Turkey

in Geneva after Caglar Soyuncu scored a last-minute
equaliser against the African side drawn in Group G
with Belgium, Panama and England.

Cenk Tosun put Turkey ahead with a penalty early
in the second half before Anice Badri equalised two
minutes later. Striker Tosun was then sent off just
past the hour when he became involved in a verbal
altercat ion with a Turkish fan and had to be
restrained by his team mates.

Ferjani Sassi fired the Tunisians in front with nine
minutes remaining, before Soyuncu’s late strike

denied them victory, but
the result extended their
unbeaten run to  n ine
games. South Korea,
who have a tough group
which includes Germany,
Mexico and Sweden,
succumbed to a disap-
point ing defeat  by
Bosnia, with Visca scor-
ing all the goals for the
visitors.

Jae Sung-lee immedi-
ate ly  level led on the

half-hour after Visca scored his first goal but the
Koreans lacked efficiency in front of goal unlike
Bosnia who took their chances. Australia’s finishing
was clinical as they found net with four of their five
shots on target.

Matthew Leckie scored in each half either side of
Andrew Nabbout’s strike with a Jakub Jugas own
goal 10 minutes from time rounding off a convincing
win for the Australians. —  Reuters

France beat Italy, Tunisia held, 
Korea lose, Aussies rampant 

Italians pulled a goal back through defender Leonardo Bonucci

NICE: France’s foward Antoine Griezmann (2ndR) vies for the ball with Italy’s defender Danilo D’Ambrosio
(R) during the friendly football match between France and Italy at the Allianz Riviera stadium in Nice, south-
eastern France on Friday. — AFP

Ramos releases 
WCup anthem 
for Spain
MADRID:  Real Madrid defender
Sergio Ramos released Friday an
anthem for Spain’s 2018 World Cup
campaign which he co-wrote with
Spanish flamenco fusion singer
Demarco Flamenco.  The 32-year-old
Spain captain uploaded on his
Instagram page a short video teaser
of the song, which he is seen per-
forming with Flamenco, a former gas
canister distributor.

“I always keep my promises. This
is what my friend Demarco Flamenco
and I have been working on.
Warming up for the World Cup,”
Ramos wrote alongside the video
which has been seen nearly four mil-
lion times.  The mid-tempo ballad

called “Otra estrella en tu corazon”,
or “Another star in your heart” was
made available on iTunes and other
online platforms on Friday.

The lyrics include: “Come on,
Spain, raise your voice; scream loud-
ly, shout that goal. Thinking big we
will achieve the best, fighting togeth-
er, towards the star with honour. We
have to try. May La Roja shine once
more.” Demarco, whose real name is
Marco Jesus Borrego, told Spanish
public broadcaster RTVE he wrote
the lyrics with Ramos.  “He worked
on it from his end, I did it from mine,”
he said.  The 38-year-old, who like
Ramos is from the southwestern
region of Andalusia, released his first
album last year.

Ramos also sang lead vocals for
Spain’s Euro 2016 song “La Roja
Baila”, or “La Roja dances”. Spain
won its only World Cup in 2010. It
won the European Championship in
1964, 2008 and 2012. — AFP

Koreans 
lacked 

efficiency 

LIMA: Inmates from Peruvian prisons of Lurigancho (playing for Peru) celebrate after
winning the “First Inter-prison World Cup Russia 2018 tournament” final match against
inmates from Chimbote prison (playing for Russia), at the Monumental stadium in
Lima, on May 25, 2018. — AFP

LAUSANNE: Morocco’s bid for the
2026 World Cup was cleared to advance
to a runoff vote against a bid from North
America on Friday despite a FIFA evalua-
tion report which classified the African
bid’s stadia, accommodation and trans-
port as “high risk.”

A long-awaited report from FIFA
inspectors left the US-Canada-Mexico
bid as the clear front-runner after giving
it a rating of four out of a possible five
according to its criteria. Morocco
received only 2.7 out of five, but
advanced to the June 13 vote in Moscow
despite red flags being raised over several
critical components of the bid.

A FIFA summary of the bid task force’s
findings warned that “the amount of new
infrastructure required for the Morocco
2026 bid to become reality cannot be
overstated.” “The Bid Evaluation Task
Force considers it its duty to emphasise
the significant overall risk, on a com-
pounded basis, of a bid that has so many
facilities (from stadiums and training sites
to major transport infrastructure and
accommodation projects) that would
need to be built or completely renovat-
ed,” the summary stated.

In 17 of 20 categories rated by FIFA in
the report, the North American bid was
rated as “low risk”. Morocco was deemed
low risk in seven categories, with others
classified as medium or high risk. 

The report’s release followed intense
speculation earlier Friday that Morocco’s
bid would not be cleared to advance to
the Moscow vote on the eve of next
month’s World Cup. The North American
bid had long been seen as the over-
whelming favourite but has faced increas-
ingly stiff competition from Morocco in

recent months.
While the North American bid show-

cases an array of gleaming, large capacity
stadia and an established transport and
tourism infrastructure, Morocco’s bid
relies heavily on the country’s passion for
football, it’s relatively compact size and its
proximity to Europe.

NO KNOCKOUT BLOW? 
Africa has only hosted the global

showpiece once before, in South Africa in
2010. But although the FIFA evaluation
report released Friday leaves Morocco’s
bid on the ropes, it is not necessarily a
knockout blow. 

In 2010, a FIFA evaluation committee
flagged Qatar’s bid for the 2022 World
Cup as “a health risk for players, specta-
tors, officials” over ferocious heat in the
Gulf state in June & July. Qatar duly won
the vote in a shock result in Zurich; FIFA
later moved the tournament to November
and December 2022.

The corruption-tainted nature of the
2010 vote prompted FIFA to overhaul its
bidding process for the World Cup. 

Whereas previously the 24 members
of the FIFA executive committee used to
determine World Cup races, now the
hosts will be decided by a vote of 207
individual FIFA member nations.

Under the revised bidding rules,
designed to weed out substandard bids,
the Task Force in theory had the power
to dismiss Morocco’s bid, which would
have left the bid from the United States,
Canada and Mexico without a rival in
the vote.

The 2026 World Cup will be the first
to be expanded to 48 teams, posing a
severe test for the hosts. — AFP

Neymar fitness
in the spotlight
as Brazil face
Croatia
LIVERPOOL: Brazil will keep a close eye on
the fitness of star striker Neymar when the
World Cup contenders face Croatia in a
friendly at Anfield today. Neymar, who scored
four goals in the 2014 World Cup, has not
played any form of football since February
after breaking his foot.

The 26-year-old Paris Saint Germain ace
sat out training on Thursday as a precaution.
But his Brazil team-mate Fernandinho has giv-
en a positive assessment of Neymar’s condi-
tion just two weeks before the start of the
World Cup on June 14.

“By the movements and dribbles he has
been doing in training, he has shown he is
well,” said the Manchester City midfielder.
“He is confident which is important, he shows
that he isn’t scared of our defenders as he
takes them on without fear. 

“This is the first steps to getting his confi-

dence back to 100 per cent for the World
Cup. “We also support his recovery because
without a doubt he will be the difference for
our team. “I’ve been in his position when I
was younger, being injured isn’t easy even
when getting back from injury doing daily
workouts even when the bone is still hurting
is still difficult.

“Neymar is ready. He is fit. He’s not had a
good injury and it takes time to recover. But
he’s training well, he’s feeling well.” Neymar
could play some part as a substitute at
Anfield, but Selecao boss Tite is unlikely to
take any unnecessary risks, with their open-
ing World Cup fixture against Switzerland
looming on June 17. That said Neymar must
surely have some game-time, with a friendly
against Austria in Vienna on June 10 serving
as Brazil’s other warm-up fixture.

COUTINHO RETURNS 
Brazil, five-time world champions, have

spent the week training at Tottenham ahead
of their opening World Cup warm-up fixture.
The match with Croatia gives the Liverpool
crowd the opportunity to see former Reds
star Philippe Coutinho.

Brazil forward Coutinho left Liverpool for
Barcelona in January, while his international
colleague Roberto Firmino will also be hop-

ing to feature on his home club ground. It is
uncertain what kind of reception Coutinho
will receive, with Liverpool legend Kenny
Dalglish this week requesting the “boo boys”
to stay away from the match.

“We haven’t had that conversation about
Philippe returning to Anfield,” Fernandinho
said. “But I believe he’s happy because he
spent a couple years at Liverpool, had some
fantastic games where his performances man-
aged to take him to Barcelona and the
Brazilian national team. “I believe it will be an
honour for him to return to a city and home
he knows well.” Brazil have an injury doubt
over Renato Augusto and he is likely to miss
Sunday’s fixture due to a right knee issue. But
Brazil’s squad has had a relaxed feel to it this
week ahead of the more serious work. 

There is a sense of wishing to right wrongs
of the past, with the 7-1 semi-final defeat to
Germany at their home World Cup four years
ago still weighing heavily on their minds. Yet
Brazil have always been regarded as the most
watchable team in world football and intend
to carry on their role as great entertainers,
win, lose or draw in Russia. “We cannot
promise the title, but we can promise great
matches,” said captain Thiago Silva this week.
“By the time of the World Cup you will see
great football.” — AFP

Morocco into 2026 W Cup
vote despite stadium, 
infrastructure fears


