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LOS ANGELES: The decision to award the 2026 World
Cup to North America yesterday follows an explosion in
football’s popularity across the region which can be traced
directly to the 1994 finals staged in the United States.

For decades, the United States was regarded as the
final frontier for the world’s most popular sport, with the
beautiful game unable to encroach on territory dominated
by baseball, basketball and
American football.

A promising flirtation with the
sport in the 1970s-when stars
like Pele, Franz Beckenbauer and
Johan Cruyff lit up the North
American Soccer League-flamed
out when the league was wound
up in 1984. “Soccer: sport of the
future-and it always will be,” ran
the old joke beloved of American
football-sceptics. 

Yet the dynamic began to
shift, however, when the USA
was handed the 1994 World Cup. A total of 3,587,538
spectators thronged stadia across the United States for
the country, generating an average attendance of 68,991
fans per game, a record which exists to this day.

More significantly, as a condition of the USA being
awarded the tournament, a professional domestic compe-
tition was re-established, Major League Soccer. That
league launched in 1996 with 10 teams. It has since
expanded to 23 teams across the US and Canada, with
three more due to join by 2020, eventually expanding to
28 clubs. In 2017, MLS drew average crowds of 22,113,
making it the seventh best attended top-flight competition
in the world, ahead of leagues in France, the Netherlands
and Argentina. “The development of the national team and
the creation of  Major League Soccer wouldn’t have hap-
pened without the World Cup,” Los Angeles lawyer Alan
Rothenberg told the Los Angeles Times in a 2014 inter-
view. “The whole sport got elevated from what was essen-

tially a hand-to-mouth grassroots operation to a well-
funded, well-run professional organization.”

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS 
At grassroots level, football in the United States is

thriving, with more than 24.4 million Americans playing the
sport at some level, second only to China, according to

FIFA figures. There is also evi-
dence that football is changing
the demographics of armchair
sports fans in the US.

A Gallup survey published
in January found that 7% of
Americans named football as
their favourite sport, a signifi-
cant three-point jump from
four years earlier. While the
NFL (37%), basketball (11%)
and baseball (9%) remain
ahead of it, soccer is rapidly
creeping up on the rails. 

Crucially soccer is capturing the key demographic of
younger fans. While only 1% of American sports fans older
than 55 named soccer as their favourite sport, that number
jumps to 11% in the 18-34 age group, tying basketball and
comfortably ahead of baseball (6%).

The increases in participation and popularity are mir-
rored by the steady growth of football on US television
networks. The English Premier League has broadcast
live games on the main NBC network for several years,
while the Bundesl iga, La Liga, Ligue 1 and the
Champions League are also readily available on various
cable networks.

Coverage of soccer in US media outlets has also
expanded, with the New York Times in 2016 creating a
position for a chief soccer correspondent based in
London, an appointment described by the paper as a
“huge move.” While the 2026 World Cup will be hosted by
Canada, the United States and Mexico, the US will stage

the bulk of the games. Sixty of 80 matches in the 48-team
tournament will be held in the United States, with the US
hosting every game from the quarter-finals onwards. In
an interview with AFP last year, MLS commissioner Don

Garber said the 2026 tournament in North America
would “set an entirely new bar for World Cups.” “We
have the facilities, we have the market, we have the sup-
port,” he said. — AFP
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SOCHI: The World Cup group stage
will see 48 games crammed into two
weeks. AFP Sport picks out the
moments to look out for in Russia:

OPENING MATCH 
How can anyone miss the opening

game at the World Cup? It sets the
tone for a month-long festival of
football, even if in this case it brings
together the two lowest-ranked
teams in the competition.

Hosts Russia will walk out onto
the pitch at the 80,000-capacity
Luzhniki Stadium ranked a lowly
70th in the world, three spots below
Group A rivals Saudi Arabia, and
without a victory in eight months.

However, Russia has spent more
than $13 billion on preparations for
the big event, and President Vladimir
Putin will be eager for the hosts to
get off to the best possible start.

In contrast, a defeat against min-
nows Saudi Arabia would heighten
the prospect of Russia becoming just
the second host nation to be elimi-
nated in the group stage, after South
Africa eight years ago.

PORTUGAL V SPAIN 
The standout fixture in the first

round is this Iberian derby in Sochi,
as Spain look to make an early state-
ment of intent when they take on
Cristiano Ronaldo and the reigning
European champions in Group B.

It is the fourth meeting of the
countries at a major tournament in
the past 14 years, with the last com-
ing at Euro 2012, when Spain won on
penalties in the semi-finals en route
to winning the title. Extra spice has
been added to Friday’s game after
Tuesday’s announcement that Julen
Lopetegui will leave the Spain job at
the end of the World Cup to become
Ronaldo’s coach at Real Madrid.

SALAH RETURN? 
Mohamed Salah has been in the

headlines in the past few days thanks
to the photograph of him posing with
Chechen President Ramzan Kadyrov
at the Egyptian team’s base in
Grozny. However, Egyptians will be

more concerned about Salah’s fitness,
with the Liverpool forward in a race
against time to be ready for their
Group A opener against Uruguay in
Yekaterinburg on Friday.

The 25-year-old is recovering
from the shoulder injury suffered in a
challenge with Sergio Ramos in the
Champions League final against Real
Madrid, when he was forced off the
pitch in tears.

Egypt are pinning their hopes on
Salah after his prolific season in
England, as the Pharaohs prepare for
their first appearance at the World
Cup since 1990.

ENGLAND V BELGIUM 
The very last group game will be

played in the exclave of Kaliningrad
on June 28, and it will be worth the
wait, as these sides are expected to
be competing for top spot in Group
G. The Belgians are ranked third in
the world, and Roberto Martinez’s
squad contains some of the best
players in the Premier League, so
there will be no surprises for Gareth
Southgate’s England.

The English have a talented young
squad, and for once expectations at
home are not over the top. It will be
fascinating to see how they fare
against Belgium’s golden generation,
led by Eden Hazard, Kevin De Bruyne
and Romelu Lukaku.

VAR
Will the introduction of Video

Assistant Referees cause World Cup
chaos, or will it prove to be a wel-
come addition to the competition?
VAR has been used to varying
degrees of success in Serie A and the
German Bundesliga, while FIFA used
the system at the Confederations
Cup in Russia last year and are confi-
dent it will help officials on the field.

FIFA director of referees Massimo
Busacca admits the system has been
rushed in for the tournament, but
said: “We are ready, we know we
must be ready as there can be no
experiments here.”

Controversial incidents will be
replayed on big screens inside
grounds so fans can see why deci-
sions were reached. And, curiously,
VAR officials in the Moscow control
room will watch games in full kit.

“VAR officials sweat with the
stress-believe me,” said Pierluigi
Collina, chairman of FIFA’s referees
committee. — AFP
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Russia to win 
first match, says 
clairvoyant cat
MOSCOW: Russia’s football team has failed to
chalk up a single victory in eight months but things
could be about to improve — according to a sup-
posedly clairvoyant cat who predicted a win for
the side in the first World Cup match.

Achilles, a deaf white cat who is the official ani-
mal soothsayer for the tournament, yesterday
chose a bowl of food bearing the host’s flag rather

than that of Saudi Arabia, who Russia will face
today evening.  The blue-eyed feline is usually part
of a team of dozens of cats that guard Saint
Petersburg’s Hermitage museum from rodents, but
has taken on a new role for the football event. 

“Achilles is already used to the public and
shouldn’t be too stressed,” said vet Anna
Kondratyeva, who manages the animals.  The cat
follows in the tentacle-prints of Paul the Octopus
who became a star in 2010 after predicting win-
ners for that year’s World Cup by choosing one out
of two boxes containing food. Others have made a
play to be the next Paul-including Swiss guinea pig
Madame Shiva in 2014 and British Piranha Pele-but
none quite had the mollusc’s foresight. 

Earlier in the day the head of the Russian
Orthodox Church Patriarch Kirill said he would

pray for the national team to give a worthy per-
formance. The hosts, who take on Saudi Arabia in
today’s curtainraiser, need all the moral support
they can get as they come into the event without a
win in  seven games. — AFP

MOSCOW: A Russian comic’s song which mocks
the country’s World Cup team and questions the
financial sense of hosting the event has gone viral
on the eve of the tournament, angering some fans
and politicians. 

Written and performed by Semyon Slepakov,
“Ole Ole Ole” imagines Ramzan Kadyrov, the
Kremlin-backed head of Chechnya, as the Russian
football team’s new but unsuccessful manager. It
has been viewed more than 5 million times on
YouTube https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=i63jWjoAWHE.

Performed with just his own acoustic guitar
accompaniment, Slepakov’s song has touched a
nerve in Russia whose government hopes hosting
the World Cup will give it a boost on the world
stage even though its team is ranked by FIFA as
the weakest in the tournament.

Tapping into the views of many Russians who
regard their players as underperforming and
overpaid, it predicts Russia will lose their first
match 2-0.

Russia, who have not won since October last
year when they were helped to victory by two
own goals by South Korea, are due to play Saudi
Arabia on Thursday in the competition’s opening
match in front of President Vladimir Putin.

“Our team is, let’s be frank, shit,” sings
Slepakov. He describes an imaginary scene in the
pre-match locker room

where Russia’s players are smoking a hookah
pipe, watching YouTube videos, and texting girls
they met in a nightclub the day before, a jokey
reference to real-life off-pitch scandals.

Slepakov, a well known TV producer, also
sings of how the strain of hosting the competition
has sucked up all of Russia’s resources even

though “things are not that great in the king-
dom.” Thirty-two teams will compete in the June
14 to July 15 tournament, hosted in Russia for the
first time in World Cup history, at an official cost
of 683 billion roubles  ($11 billion).

‘OFFENSIVE’
In an unusual public move, Slepakov mocks

Chechen leader Kadyrov, who describes himself
as Putin’s loyal footsoldier and has been accused
by Western rights activists of human rights abus-
es, allegations he denies.

Putin in the song brings in Kadyrov to try to
improve the Russian soccer team. The tongue-
in-cheek lyrics imagine Kadyrov threatening the
players with his pistol, cutting off their thumbs
so they are not distracted by their smart phones,
and suggesting they shoot themselves when
they lose. The track ends on a high note, sug-
gesting a Russian version of Brazilian soccer leg-

end Pele may be born somewhere in Siberia who
can one day help Russia win the World Cup.

Many viewers said they found the song hilari-
ous, but not everyone saw the funny side. “Yet
more vulgarity,” wrote one viewer who called
himself Jora Sukhov on YouTube. “It would not
be so funny if it was not so sad,” wrote another,
Vladislav Efremenko. 

Jambulat Umarov, a minister in Kadyrov’s gov-
ernment, told a Moscow radio station he thought
Slepakov should apologise to the Russian soccer
team and Kadyrov. 

Kadyrov himself, in a riposte on social media,
invited Slepakov to travel to Chechnya and co-
write a new song with him. “Only one thing (in
the song) is offensive,” wrote Kadyrov. “In his
song, the team headed by me lost. That is not on.
Now, before the World Cup, they (our foot-
ballers) need our support. I have not lost hope in
their victory.” — Reuters
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MOSCOW: FIFA president Gianni Infantino (R) poses with the United 2026 bid (Canada-Mexico-US) officials Carlos
Cordeiro (3rd R), president of the United States Football Association, president of the Mexican Football Association Decio
de Maria Serrano (3rd L), Steve Reed (2nd R), president of the Canadian Soccer Association, following the announcement
of the 2026 World Cup host during the 68th FIFA Congress at the Expocentre in Moscow yesterday. —AFP


