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MOSCOW:  Host nation Russia are under enormous pres-
sure to perform as they head into tomorrow’s World Cup
curtainraiser against Saudi Arabia in a contest between the
two lowest-ranked nations in the tournament.

Stanislav Cherchesov’s side will walk out onto the pitch
at the 80,000-capacity Luzhniki stadium, the historic cru-
cible of Russian sport, ranked a lowly 70th in the world,
three spots below Group A
rivals Saudi Arabia, and without
a victory in eight months.

A 1-1 draw in Moscow with
Turkey last week made former
national team goalkeeper
Cherchesov the first Russian or
Soviet manager to go winless in
seven consecutive games, four
of those ending in defeat. Russia
has spent more than $13 billion
on preparations for the big
event, and President Vladimir
Putin called on the team to pull
themselves together as they look to progress from a sec-
tion also featuring Uruguay and Egypt.

“As far as the team are concerned, I must acknowledge
the fact that, unfortunately, our team have not achieved big
results in recent times,” Putin said. “But we very much
expect-all fans and lovers of football in Russia-expect the
team to play with dignity, for them to show modern, inter-
esting football, and to fight until the end.”

Igor Akinfeev, Russia’s most recognisable player and
first-choice goalkeeper for more than a decade, admits his
team-mates must take the game to the opposition. “The
team have to come out and play,” Akinfeev said after a 1-0
friendly loss to Austria last month in which Russia man-
aged no shots on target. “If they do not, the score is not
going to change.”

Akinfeev, the Russian captain, has played more games

for club and country than Soviet goalkeeping legends Lev
Yashin and Rinat Dasayev. But the team’s reliance on the
32-year-old, who infamously went a staggering 43
Champions League matches without keeping a clean sheet
over an 11-year span, speaks volumes about the home
team’s chances.

Russia have never made the knockout stage of a World
Cup as an independent nation
and are desperate to make
amends this summer. Only
South Africa, in 2010, have fall-
en at the group stage as hosts
but poor form combined with a
series of injuries have left
Russia in disarray.

INJURY LIST 
Zenit St Petersburg striker

Alexander Kokorin was lost to
a serious knee injury in March,
adding to the absence of

defenders Georgi Dzhikiya and Viktor Vasin. Krasnodar
forward Fyodor Smolov and Artem Dzyuba, loaned out to
Arsenal Tula in January after falling out with ex-Zenit
coach Roberto Mancini, will spearhead the attack, while
former Real Madrid winger Denis Cheryshev is back in the
squad after more than two years out. 

Saudi Arabia are returning to the global showpiece for
the first time since 2006, prompting the country’s sports
authority to strike a pact to send players on loan to Spain
to gain experience at the top level.

Fahad Al-Muwallad, whose goal against Japan last
September clinched qualification, was one of nine players
involved in the agreement but it was derided as a “fiasco”.
Muwallad, who was on loan at Levante, and winger Salem
Al-Dawsari, at Villarreal, only played for a few minutes at
the end of the season. Attacking midfielder Yahia Al-Sheri,

who went to Leganes, never played in a match. “From a
sporting point of view, this is perhaps the biggest fiasco of
the agreement, because the participation of these nine
players has been practically negligible,” former Gijon
president and University of Oviedo football economist
Placido Rodriguez told AFP. “Knowing training tech-
niques or playing with Spaniards, that is not why they

come, clearly. They come for more than that, to con-
tribute, to experience another rhythm of play, and that is
done by playing, not training.”

Mohammed Al-Sahlawi, who had a three-week spell
training with Manchester United, bagged a staggering 16
goals in qualifying, but the 31-year-old arrives at the finals
stuck in a nine-game scoring drought. — AFP
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LEVERKUSEN: (COMBO) This combination of file pictures created yesterday, 2018 shows Russia’s midfielder
Alexander Golovin (R) in Moscow on June 5, 2018 and Saudi Arabia’s foward Mohammad al-Sahlawi in
Leverkusen on June 8, 2018. — AFP

Akinfeev out to 
save host Russia’s 
World Cup blushes
MOSCOW:  Russia’s love for Igor Akinfeev, their goal-
keeper who spends much of his time picking balls out of
the net, speaks volumes about the home team’s World Cup
chances.  Now Akinfeev wants someone who can score to
share the fame when the men in red get the party started
against Saudi Arabia on Thursday.  “The team have to
come out and play,” Akinfeev said after a 1-0 loss in a
friendly to Austria on May 30 in which Russia did not reg-
ister a single shot on target.

“If they do not, the score is not going to change.” The
32-year-old CSKA Moscow veteran is the World Cup star
you may very well have never heard off.

The Russian captain has played more games for club
(565) and country (106) than Soviet goalkeeping legends
Lev Yashin and Rinat Dasayev.  He has won six league
titles and been named Russia’s top ‘keeper 10 times.  Yet
an injury in the early bloom of his career thwarted his
move to the bright lights of the English Premier League
and consigned him to a life of domestic accolades.

Akinfeev will guarantee himself international renown if
he manages to see the hosts make the unlikeliest of
impacts on the beautiful game’s biggest stage.

BLIND FAITH 
Russia’s performance entering the World Cup has not

just been poor, it has been historically so. Coach Stanislav
Cherchesov’s men enter the World Cup as the first Soviet
or Russian side to go winless in seven matches.

They became the lowest-ranked of the 32 teams in the
tournament by sliding to their lowest FIFA ranking ever,
70th. Fans let their frustration show by whistling them off
the pitch after they drew their final warm-up against
Turkey 1-1 in Moscow on June 5.  “Your job is to believe in
us,” Cherchesov told sceptical reporters after the match.

Things were not always this bleak. Cherchesov was
Russia’s goalkeeper when the squad still had Soviet-era
talent and were ranked in the top five for parts of the
1990s.  They showed flashes of brilliance in reaching the
semi-finals of Euro 2008.  Most of the decade since was

supposed to have been spent building a team that could
make the nation proud at their first home World Cup.
Cherchesov will point out that his squad were coming
along nicely until getting hit by a head-shaking rash of
injuries in the spring.  Russia lost a starting striker and four
big defenders within a matter of weeks.

The problems got so dire that Cherchesov had to ask
38-year-old Sergei Ignashevich to come out of interna-
tional retirement and shore up the defence.  The coach’s
critics counter that Russia were losing friendlies against
modest competition even while healthy last year.
Akinfeev’s role in proving Cherchesov right is made espe-
cially big by the group in which Russia were drawn.

They will play their second match against an Egyptian

side hoping to get super striker Mohamed Salah back from
an injury he suffered in Liverpool’s Champions League
loss to Real Madrid. Russia conclude their campaign
against Uruguay’s fearsome duo of Luis Suarez and
Edinson Cavani.

A top-two finish would see Russia progress to the last
16 and a likely matchup against either Cristiano Ronaldo’s
Portugal or high-octane Spain.  Akinfeev is the type of
flashy reflex savemaker who just might give Russia a
chance to put together a memorable run-should they also
not forget to score. “He is the national team’s best player,”
said football federation vice president Nikita Simonyan.
“And another reason I like him is that he is simply a very
good person. He is someone everyone respects.” — AFP

MOSCOW: Russia’s goalkeeper Igor Akinfeev attends a training session at Moscow’s VEB Arena stadium on
June 9, 2018, ahead of the Russia 2018 World Cup. —AFP

MADRID:  Nine Saudi players loaned to Spanish clubs
to improve their level before the World Cup left without
hardly playing in what ended up as a “fiasco”.
“Adapting is difficult,” said David Cobeno, sporting
director at Madrid-based second division side Rayo
Vallecano, which signed 24-year-old Saudi midfielder
Abdulmajeed Al-Sulayhem.

“Everything outside of sports, the language, food,
the city, that was what was hardest for him,” he said.
Al-Sulayhem, who only speaks Arabic, needed to be
accompanied at all times by a translator, even during
training. He never played in an official match.

A scenario was played out at six other Spanish clubs
which took on one or two Saudi players during the
winter transfer window under and agreement between
La Liga and the Saudi Sports Authority.

The cost of the loans was split between the partici-
pating Spanish and Saudi clubs. The initiative was not
popular in either country since the Saudi players-
including several who are part of the Saudi team which
will face Russia in the World Cup opening match
tomorrow-hardly got any time on the pitch.

‘FIASCO’ 
Saudi winger Salem Al-Dawsari, who was on loan at

Villarreal in Spain’s top-flight, and striker Fahad Al-
Muwallad who went to Levante, only played for a few
minutes at the end of the season when their teams’ fate
was already decided. Attacking midfielder Yahia Al-
Sheri, who went to Leganes, never played in a match.

In the second division none of the four clubs that
received a Saudi-Sporting Gijon, Valladolid, Numancia
and Rayo Vallecano-used them in a match. None of
those clubs responded to AFP’s request to discuss the
Saudi players.

“From a sporting point of view, this is perhaps the
biggest fiasco of the agreement, because the participa-
tion of these nine players has been practically negligi-
ble,” former Gijon president and University of Oviedo
football economist Placido Rodriguez told AFP.

“Knowing training techniques or playing with
Spaniards, that is not why they come, clearly. They
come for more than that, to contribute, to experience
another rhythm of play, and that is done by playing, not
training.” La Liga defends the agreement, which helps
its ambitious international expansion policy. In Saudi
Arabia, “they may have thought they would play more,
but they also realised that the level of the Spanish
championship is very, very high,” said Fernando Sanz,
La Liga director for the Middle East and North Africa.

EXPANSION 
“The project is not based on whether they played

more or less,” Sanz said, adding some players gained
“over four kilos of muscle” due to the quality of the
training. “These kinds of agreements mean the Liga
brand enters (Saudi Arabia) much more.”

But the initiative has its critics in Spain. Jesus
Barbadilla, of Spanish football players’ union AFE,
accused La Liga of “in a certain way auctioning off
spots” in teams in Spain with such deals.

In the weeks after the loans were agreed, a Saudi
telecoms firm signed advertising contracts with the
seven clubs that received players on loan. Sanz said this
was not a trade-off but the result of the clubs having
gained greater visibility in Saudi Arabia.

“Logically, Saudi companies are interested in where
their players play,” he said. Rodriguez said he believes
the ultimate goal of the agreement is to make the sale
of TV rights for the Spanish league more attractive in
Saudi Arabia.

But what really draws viewers to a particular league
is the presence of big stars such as Barcelona’s Lionel
Messi and Real Madrid’s Cristiano Ronaldo, he added.
“These are the type of players you need to have to
have bigger revenues,” Rodriguez said. — AFP
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North America or
Morocco for 2026
WCup: FIFA votes
MOSCOW: FIFA members will decide today whether the
2026 World Cup should be played in North America or in
Morocco, taking football’s global showpiece to Africa for
just the second time.

The choice is clear-between a slick bid based on
gleaming stadiums in the United States, Mexico and
Canada or an ambitious attempt from Morocco based on
as-yet largely unbuilt facilities.

On the eve of the 2018 World Cup in Russia, 207 FIFA
member nations will cast their vote in a congress of world
football’s governing body.

Morocco’s bid for 2026 was only cleared to advance to
the runoff vote earlier this month, despite a FIFA evalua-
tion report that classified the north African nation’s stadi-
ums, accommodation and transport as “high risk”.
Morocco received only 2.7 out of five, with red flags raised
over several critical components of the bid.

A FIFA summary of the bid taskforce’s findings warned
“the amount of new infrastructure required for the
Morocco 2026 bid to become reality cannot be overstat-
ed”. The report left the US-Canada-Mexico bid as the
clear front-runner after giving it a rating of four out of five.

But the North American bid has been dogged by con-
cerns that the vote could become a referendum on the
popularity of US President Donald Trump. Bid leader
Carlos Cordeiro on Monday repeated a message he has
hammered out again and again in recent months-vote on
us, not Trump.

“We believe strongly that this decision will be made on
its merits,” Cordeiro said in a conference call with
reporters. “This is not geopolitics, we’re talking about

football and what is fundamentally, at the end of the day,
the best interest of football and our footballing communi-
ty.... We’ve had no backlash.”

The bid to bring the World Cup back to North America
for the first time since 1994 has backing from former
Manchester United and England midfielder David
Beckham, who ended his career at LA Galaxy and is
behind a nascent Major League Soccer franchise in Miami.

“A football competition as big as the World Cup
deserves to be in great places and if the US, Canada and
Mexico get that it will be very special,” Beckham said. The
US lost out to Qatar in 2022 in a vote now tarnished by
corruption allegations that spelled the beginning of the
end of the once all-powerful FIFA president Sepp Blatter.

The corruption-tainted nature of that vote in 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,  the hosts will now be decided by a vote of individ-
ual FIFA member nations.

Critics of the Morocco bid also point to the fact that
the 2026 World Cup will be the first to be expanded to 48
teams, posing a severe test for the hosts. FIFA President
Gianni Infantino is believed to strongly support the North
American bid because the three countries involved backed
him for the presidency in 2016 when he took over after the
reign of Blatter, who is being investigated in Switzerland
for alleged corruption.

But the north Africans are still considered to be in with
a genuine chance. Morocco has tried, and failed, four
times before, in votes for the 1994, 1998, 2006 and 2010
tournaments-it lost out in the latter to South Africa, the
only African nation ever to have hosted football’s global
showpiece.

Morocco has the support of many European countries,
attracted by its geographical proximity, and most of Africa,
in line with a call from the head of the Confederation of
African Football, Ahmad Ahmad. — AFP

Australia ready for
France World Cup test
KAZAN: Australia talisman Tim Cahill may have to
settle for a World Cup cameo role while captain Mile
Jedinak could start on the bench but the Socceroos
say team changes will not hurt their campaign.

Bursaspor defender Aziz Behich said team selection
will make little difference to a Socceroos side aiming
to punch above their weight and shock Group C
opponents France at Kazan Arena on Saturday.

“We’re not here to make up numbers, that’s for
sure,” Bursaspor’s Behich said yesterday. “It’s going to
be a good game, a good test for us. It’s 11 versus 11, so
we’re not afraid of anybody.” While France are among
the favourites in Russia, Australia’s main objective is to
get past the group stage-a feat they have achieved
only once, in 2006, under Guus Hiddink.

The Socceroos are now under the stewardship of
another Dutchman, Bert van Marwijk, who led the
Netherlands to the 2010 final. He has shown no fear
when it comes to shaking up Australia’s established
order. Aston Villa midfielder Jedinak, on the verge of
losing the skipper’s armband to Jiangsu Suning defend-
er Trent Sainsbury, was an unused substitute in a 4-0
friendly win against the Czech Republic and came off
the bench in the second half of a 2-1 win over Hungary.

After two training sessions in Kazan it appears
Queens Park Rangers midfielder Massimo Luongo
will get the nod over Jedinak to play alongside
Huddersfield Town’s Aaron Mooy in the centre of
midfield. Yet the likely changes, said Hertha Berlin
winger Mathew Leckie, will not shake Australia’s col-
lective resolve. —AFP


