
KAZAN: World Cup fever is finally taking hold in Russia,
where wild enthusiasm in provincial centres such as chilly
Kazan is filtering through to Moscow ahead of today’s
opening match in the capital.

While curious locals have clamoured to see the likes of
Lionel Messi and Neymar, it has proved a slow build-up to
the June 14-July 15 showpiece, which is being held in
Russia for the first time.

The tournament opener featuring Russia and Saudi
Arabia at the imposing
80,000-capacity Luzhniki
stadium has so far failed to
capture the imagination of
Muscovites, although they
have warmly welcomed foreign
fans.  Groups of South
American supporters with
drums and whistles took to the
streets around Red Square this
week, posing for pictures with
shoppers.  In response, a small
knot of local fans gathered,
waving flags and good-
naturedly chanting “Russia, Russia”.

But it has been outside the capital where enthusiasm for
the beautiful game has really taken hold. Australia were
pleasantly surprised Monday when a crowd of 3,200
turned up to see Dutch coach Bert van Marwijk put the
Socceroos through their paces in Kazan, a two-hour flight
east of Moscow.

A public holiday gave fans the opportunity to show
their support at Australia’s state-of-the-art training com-
plex in the capital of the semi-autonomous Republic of
Tatarstan. “It was good to see all the fans from Kazan
come out and support us, we didn’t really expect it,” said
Australia defender Josh Risdon, who postponed his honey-

moon following his selection to the Socceroos’ squad.
“Aussie, Aussie, Aussie, Go, Go, Go,” screamed sections of
the crowd, many waving yellow and green Australia flags
handed out by organisers.  Defender Josh Risdon appre-
ciated the backing ahead of Australia’s Group C cam-
paign against Euro 2016 finalists France at the Kazan
Arena on Saturday.  “It was good to see all the fans from
Kazan come out and support us, we didn’t really expect
it,” said the player, who postponed his honeymoon fol-

lowing his selection to the
Socceroos’ squad.

BRAZIL PULLING 
POWER 

In the Black Sea resort city
of Sochi about 5,000 people
turned out to watch the
Brazilian squad train, chanting
the name of Paris Saint-
Germain star Neymar. Croatia
had barely touched down in
Russia before they launched a
charm offensive that won over

supporters at Roshchino outside Saint Petersburg.  Hours
after arriving they staged a training session where free
footballs, scarves and flags were launched into the stands.
Real Madrid midfielder Luka Modric also exchanged
passes with delighted youngsters.

The build up has not been without controversy, with
Egypt’s Mohamed Salah attracting critical headlines in
Britain after posing for a photograph with Chechen
strongman Ramzan Kadyrov. Reports said Kadyrov, who
with Moscow’s support rules Chechnya with an iron fist,
personally picked up the Liverpool, striker at his team
hotel in Grozny and drove him to training in front of 8,000
cheering fans.  While the atmosphere remains muted in the

larger of the 11 host cities such as St Petersburg, it is sure
to intensify as an estimated one million fans from 32 par-
ticipating nations pour into the country.

President Vladimir Putin said in a televised address last

week that he wanted the event, which has cost Russia $13
billion to host, to be “an unforgettable experience” for all
involved. “We want this event to be a celebration, filled
with passion and emotions,” he said. —AFP
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LONDON: Amid concerns over violence at the World
Cup in Russia, one Italian city claims to have found
the answer to football hooliganism - make rowdy fans
swap brass knuckles for brooms. For more than two
decades, supporters of Genoa’s two rival teams -
Sampdoria and Genoa - have joined forces to clean
their stadium in a scheme city officials credit with
helping to end years of violence.

“(The) heated confrontations we had for a period
of time ... abated significantly,” Stefano Anzalone,
councillor for sport in the city, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. After street violence led to
dozens of injuries and arrests in Genoa, in the early
1990s authorities offered hard-core fans known as
“ultras” the chance to launch a company to tackle the
problem. Genova Insieme, a social enterprise, was
officially launched in 1992, tasked with employing rival
hooligans to clean the Luigi Ferraris stadium where
both Genoa and Sampdoria play. Social enterprises
are businesses with a mission to benefit society or the
environment.

In Italy the number of social cooperatives, a type of
social enterprise that get tax cuts in return for provid-
ing social services, rose 43 percent to more than
16,000 between 2011 and 2015, according to the
national statistics bureau ISTAT.

Toiling shoulder by shoulder helped to ease ten-
sions and gave disadvantaged youths a fresh start,
said Roberto Scotto, the 58-year-old Genoa fan who
has run the company since 1994.   “Problems arise
when young people hang out with little to do. Those
who have a job and something to lose don’t get into
trouble,” said Scotto. “None of those who worked
with us has since had any stadium-related issue.”

Scotto said the model could help other countries
tackle football hooliganism, which is a concern for the
organisers of the World Cup that kicks off on June 14.
Some media have predicted a possible repeat of the
brawls between Russian and English fans at the 2016
European championship in France although Russia has
vowed to crack down on crowd unrest. yesterday,
British authorities said they blocked more than 1,200
people with a history of football-related disorders
from travelling to the World Cup.  Europe’s football
governing body, UEFA, has said it welcomed initiatives
“in the framework of peer control” that contributed to
a friendly atmosphere in and around stadiums. Scotto,
however, said policing remains the strongest deterrent
against violence at large events like the World Cup,
where visiting fans are loosely organised and have no
ties to the local community. —Reuters
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Local fans gather, waving flags and good-naturedly chanting ‘Russia, Russia’

SARANSK: People attend the opening ceremony of the FIFA Fan Fest in Saransk on Tuesday, ahead of the Russia 2018
World Cup.— AFP

Former A-League 
outcast Andrew
Nabbout ready for 
World Cup debut
KAZAN: A one-time A-League reject who sought refuge
in Malaysia’s top flight, Australia’s Andrew Nabbout is
poised to cap a remarkable career revival with a World
Cup debut against France on Saturday.

And if the rookie Australia striker get the nod from
coach Bert van Marwijk, he has pledged to make it count.
“If I do get the honour to lead the line, you know what
you’re going to get out of me,” Nabbout said yesterday at
the Socceroos training camp in Kazan.

“I’m going to work hard up there and do exactly what
I’ve been doing the last few games.” The 25-year-old front
man from Japan’s Urawa Diamonds scored his maiden goal
for Australia in a recent 4-0 friendly win over the Czech
Republic. He now has a golden chance to stake his claim
for the sole striker’s spot in van Marwijk’s preferred 4-2-
3-1 formation during this World Cup campaign.

Talisman Tim Cahill, 38, is set to start on the bench
alongside Lucerne striker Tomi Juric, who has struggled
with injury niggles in recent weeks. A training-ground spat

with teammate and defender Trent Sainsbury on Tuesday
gave a glimpse into Nabbout’s terrier-like qualities.

Although he acknowledges the superior “calibre” of
France’s big name players, Nabbout is confident in his
style of play. He believes counter-attacking opportunities
are likely to pop up during the opening game, giving the
Socceroos the chance to punish ‘Les Bleus’.

“We’re aware of the big name players, the calibre they
have,” he said of Didier Deschamps’ side. “We’ve got a
structure and a strategy that we’re going to go into the
game with, and if we execute that to the best of our ability
then we can cause them some problems.”

‘WE’RE READY FOR FRANCE’ 
With only four caps to his name, Nabbout has little to

shout about. But the trials endured earlier in his career
give him the bearing of a far more experienced player. It
has been a long, arduous trip for Nabbout, who rejected
overtures from Lebanon early in his career as he was
determined to wear Australia’s green and gold.

He moved to Malaysian side Negeri Sembilan in
December 2015 after being released by Melbourne
Victory, shrugging off the setback to become the team’s
top scorer. He returned to the A-League for two seasons
with Newcastle Jets, capping his departure with the
award for the league’s best goal of the year. A move to
Urawa Red Diamonds earlier this year was a step up that
brought Nabbout to van Marwijk’ attention and he
debuted for Australia in a 4-1 loss to Norway last March.

On the eve of his maiden World Cup, Nabbout could not
be more confident.

“It gives me huge boost, obviously, looking back at
where I came from to where I am now,” he said. “It gives
me a lot of confidence coming into this game. “We’ve got a
job to do against France. They’re a big side, but we’re
ready for that test.

“It’s a World Cup experience, after all. I’m going to go
out with a smile on my face, taking into account exactly
where I’ve been and try to put in a solid shift.” — AFP

Robbie Williams 
selling his soul for
World Cup gig
MOSCOW:  A long-time Kremlin critic
lambasted Robbie Williams for deciding to
sing at the World Cup opening ceremony
in Moscow today, while a campaign group
offered to brief the British pop star on
Russia’s human rights record.

British businessman Bill Browder, who
accuses President Vladimir Putin of con-
ducting a personal vendetta against him,
took to Twitter to question why Williams
was performing while Russia was under
western sanctions.   “There’s lots of ways
to make money @robbiewilliams, but sell-
ing your soul to a dictator shouldn’t be one
of them. Shame on you,” Browder wrote.

Russia is keen to use the soccer tourna-
ment to signal that despite the sanctions,
imposed over its 2014 annexation of Crimea
and role in a rebellion in eastern Ukraine, it
remains a top player on the global stage.

The singer’s PR team declined comment.
However, Williams, who has previously
sung at private parties organised by
wealthy Russians, told Reuters he liked vis-

iting the country and performing at the
opening ceremony was an honour. US-
born Browder was once a major investor in
Russia. He has led a campaign to expose
corruption and punish officials he blames
for the 2009 death of Sergei Magnitsky, a
lawyer he employed, in a Moscow prison.

The US Treasury Department subse-
quently imposed its own sanctions under a
2012 law known as the Magnitsky Act.
Last year a Russian court sentenced
Browder to nine years in prison in absentia
for deliberate bankruptcy and tax evasion.
Browder, who heads investment fund
Hermitage Capital Management, has dis-
missed the allegations.

Human Rights Watch said it had called
on world leaders to stay away from the
event, pointing to Russia’s rights record
and its role in the Syrian war. “We certainly
see the way the Russian government and
President Putin is using the World Cup and
in particular the opening ceremony as a
way of legitimising his power and his
authority,” the group’s director for Europe
and Central Asia, Hugh Williamson, said. 

“We’d be happy to brief (Williams) on the
human rights situation in Russia ... so that he’s
well informed when he gets there. He could
also make a positive contribution if he speaks
out during his visit,” he added. The tourna-
ment kicks off on Thursday with a match
between Russia and Saudi Arabia. — Reuters

MANCHESTER: England’s Robbie Williams (R) and team celebrate after winning a
England V Soccer Aid World XI charity football match for Soccer Aid for Unicef at Old
Trafford in Manchester, northwest England on June 10, 2018. — AFP

KAZAN: Australia’s forward Andrew Nabbout gives a
press conference room in Kazan yesterday, on the eve
of the start of the Russia 2018 World Cup football tour-
nament. — AFP


