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SNIPPETS

A Saudi fan waves a national flag before the Russia
2018 World Cup Group A football match between Russia
and Saudi Arabia at the Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow
yesterday. —AFP

English singer Robbie Williams (left) performs with
Russian soprano Aida Garifullina as former Brazilian in-
ternational player Ronaldo (right) applauds during the
World Cup opening ceremony. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Players from Russia (left) and Saudi Arabia
line up before the Russia 2018 World Cup Group A foot-
ball match between Russia and Saudi Arabia at the
Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow yesterday.— AFP 

MOSCOW: The World Cup kicks off in Russia yesterday as years
of preparations dogged by diplomatic scandals give way to a
month-long feast of action on the field. Russia get the ball rolling
against Saudi Arabia at the completely refurbished 80,000-ca-
pacity Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow after an opening ceremony
attended by President Vladimir Putin.

On the day of the curtainraiser, Russia freed the main opposition
figure to Putin, Alexei Navalny, from jail after he served a 30-day
sentence for organizing an illegal protest.  Russia is spending more
than $13 billion (11 billion euros) on hosting football’s showpiece,
the most important event in the country since the 1980 Moscow
Summer Olympics. Brazil and their superstar Neymar are seeking
a sixth global crown while Germany, who won their fourth World
Cup in Brazil four years ago, will be determined to draw level with
the Brazilians when the final is played in Moscow on July 15. France
boast possibly the most talented squad while Lionel Messi is des-
perate to make amends for Argentina’s defeat in the 2014 final.

Putin was keen to attract the tournament to Russia to show its
modern face, but in the run-up the country’s problems-from
racism and hooliganism to a foreign policy sharply at odds with
the West-have been exposed and scrutinized. Britain and some
eastern European states formerly under Soviet rule tried to or-
ganize a diplomatic boycott over the poisoning in England of a
former Russian double agent. British royals and government mem-
bers will not attend in protest but a wider boycott effort fizzled
out. “We would like to underscore the validity of the FIFA princi-
ple of sport being outside politics,” Putin told a meeting of foot-
ball’s governing body FIFA on Wednesday. “Russia has always
adhered to this principle,” he said.

Hearts and minds 
The money lavished on the tournament will boost Putin’s al-

ready sky-high prestige at home by giving many of the 11 host
cities their first facelifts in generations. Cities such as Saransk
were sleepy outposts with decaying buildings until the World Cup
reconstruction put them firmly in the 21st century.  The tournament

also offers Putin a chance to project Russia as a global player tha
is accepted and respected even while being at odds with the
United States.

He is attempting to do so despite Russia bearing the brunt o
international sanctions that began after its invasion of Ukraine’s
Crimea in 2014. Moscow’s military backing of Bashar al-Assad’s
regime in Syria and alleged meddling in the 2016 US election on
President Donald Trump’s behalf only deepened its worst rift with
the West since the Cold War. Putin hopes the most-watched even
on the planet provides Russia with the “soft power” needed to
capture a skeptical world’s hearts and minds.  Navalny, who was
barred from challenging Putin in March’s presidential election
tweeted after his release: “I’m with you again after a 30-day busi-
ness trip. I’m so happy to be free.”— AFP 

Russia defies critics to 
throw World Cup party
Defiant Russia welcomes boycott-free World Cup

MOSCOW: Bolivian President Evo Morales (3rd left), FIFA pres-
ident Gianni Infantino (center left) and Russian President
Vladimir Putin (center right) attend a gala-concert dedicated
to the Russia 2018 World Cup football tournament at Red
Square in Moscow on June 13, 2018. — AFP 

SOCHI: Cristiano Ronaldo will launch his latest and probably last
attempt to crown his career with a World Cup winners medal
when European champions Portugal face neighbors Spain in their
opening World Cup game here today. The 33-year-old will lock
horns with six of his Real Madrid team-mates as the Spaniards
attempt to shrug off the shock sacking of coach Julen Lopetegui
following the announcement that he will take over at the Bernabeu
next month.  

It is worth wondering what Ronaldo might have known of

Lopetegui’s imminent appointment at Real, given the relationship
both have with Portuguese super-agent Jorge Mendes, at a time
when the forward’s own club future remains the source of specu-
lation. But now, amid all that, Ronaldo’s focus is on the World Cup
the one major honor still missing from his CV. It is a stretch to make
Portugal one of the favorites to win the trophy, even with Ronaldo
but they are nevertheless in Russia as the reigning European
champions after surprising France on home soil two years ago.  

Ronaldo is 33 now, still in fantastic physical condition and the
reigning Ballon d’Or winner. He can probably play on for as long
as he wants, but it is hard to imagine him returning for a fifth
World Cup in Qatar in 2022. If he is to cap his career with a World
Cup winner’s medal, then now is his time, and what better way to
start than by inspiring Portugal to victory over their neighbours
and put themselves in pole position in Group B.  “Of course Cris-
tiano Ronaldo is the best player in the world at the moment and
he will be the top player at this World Cup. There are no words
to describe him,” said admiring team-mate Joao Mario at Portu-
gal’s base near Moscow this week.—AFP 

Ronaldo primed for 
likely last shot at 
World Cup glory


