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FIFA to provide safety-net 
for unpaid soccer players

ZURICH: A fund has been set up to help footballers
who are left without wages when their clubs fall into
financial difficulties or go out of business, global soc-
cer body FIFA said yesterday. The world players’
union FIFPRO estimates that around 50 clubs in 20
countries — mainly in Eastern Europe and Asia —
have shut in the last five years, leaving hundreds of
players without pay.

In many cases, FIFPRO says, the clubs have been
quickly re-established with only a slight tweak to the
name. FIFA said in a statement yesterday that it had
reached an agreement with FIFPRO to set aside $16
million for the fund up to 2022.

“While these grants will not cover the full amount of
salaries owed to players, this fund will provide an
important safety net,” it said. FIFPRO president
Philippe Piat said players were “plunged into uncer-
tainty and hardship” when their clubs closed down.

“Many of these clubs have shut to avoid paying out-
standing wages, immediately re-forming as so-called
new clubs,” he said in the statement, describing the
practice as unscrupulous.

Roy Vermeer, the head of FIFPRO’s legal depart-
ment, told Reuters that the players — often from Africa
or South America — struggled to find new clubs and
had to make their own way back to their own country.

“The players are left with nothing and they then
have to go out and find a new club, which is not easy
because in these cases they are usually not top level
players, they are always going from contract to con-
tract,” he said.

“In some cases, they will have been to three clubs in
a row where they haven’t been paid.” Vermeer said it
was relatively easy for a club to declare itself bankrupt,
start afresh in an amateur league and quickly work its

way back up to the top flight.
“You have cases where the club goes to an amateur

league for one season, they win it comfortably, they are
promoted to the second division the next year, and
then first league again,” he said.

FIFA said that, since last year, it has clamped down
on the practice of new clubs being formed “with the
prime aim of avoiding players their overdue salaries.”
“We are also here to reach out to those in need, espe-
cially within the football community, and that starts
with the players, who are the key figures in our game,”
said FIFA president Gianni Infantino.

Meanwhile, senior officials from FIFA and UEFA are
scheduled to visit Athens on February 25 to help
resolve a crisis affecting Greek football, the govern-
ment said yesterday.

UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin and FIFA vice
president Greg Clarke “are expected to contribute to
the consolidation of the framework so that we can
reshape Greek football,” government spokesman
Stelios Petsas said.

Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis’ government has
been drawn into a dispute between two of the coun-
try’s top clubs, PAOK Thessaloniki and Olympiakos
Piraeus.

The Greek professional sports commission had pre-
viously recommended the relegation of current Super
League champions PAOK over allegations of common
ownership of fellow top-flight club Xanthi.

PAOK chief Ivan Savvidis was accused by
Olympiakos of acquiring a stake in Xanthi through a
family member, a claim which he denies.

The Thessaloniki club have called the accusations a
“setup” engineered by arch-rivals and current league
leaders Olympiakos.

In an effort to calm PAOK tempers, Mitsotakis’ gov-
ernment amended a law which replaces relegation with
points deduction as the punishment for multiple team
ownership.

Under the amended law PAOK would be docked

five to 10 points rather than automatically relegated.
But the dispute is still rumbling on and Greek foot-

ball authorities have yet to meet to discuss the issue,
while any changes must be ratified by global body
FIFA. — Agencies

BUDAPEST: File photo shows FIFA President Gianni Infantino talks with the President of the Association of
International Sports Press (AIPS) Giovanni Merlo during a public debate with AIPS members as part of the
association’s annual congress on February 3, 2020 in Budapest, Hungary. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ITALIAN CUP
Internazionale Milano v SSC Napoli 22:45
beIN sports

FRENCH CUP
Dijon v Paris Saint-Germain 20:30
beIN sports 
Olympique Lyonnais v Olympique Marseille 23:05
beIN sports 

SPAIN COPA DEL REY
Athletic de Bilbao v Granada CF 23:00
beIN sports

Top FIFA, UEFA officials head to crisis-hit Greece

LONDON: Odion Ighalo will be in the Manchester
United squad for the Premier League clash with
Chelsea next Monday despite missing a training camp
in Spain due to fears he could be denied re-entry into
Britain if restrictions against the outbreak of
Coronavirus are tightened.

The 30-year-old Nigerian international striker
joined United on loan until the end of the season on

deadline day last month from Chinese club Shanghai
Shenhua. The British government called the novel coro-
navirus a “serious and imminent threat”, and said any-
one with the disease can now be forcibly quarantined if
they are deemed a threat to public health as the num-
ber of cases in Britain doubled to eight.

The death toll from the coronavirus outbreak surged
past 1,000 yesterday. Most cases overseas have
involved people who had been in Wuhan, the quaran-
tined central Chinese city where the virus emerged late
last year, or people infected by others who had been at
the epicentre.

United said Saturday in a statement that Ighalo had
been left out of the Spain squad to avoid any potential
problems related to the killer virus on re-entry to
Britain. However, United manager Ole Gunnar Solskjaer
told the club’s website Ighalo will be in the squad for a

match that could have a crucial bearing on who finishes
in the top four this term and qualifies for the Champions
League next season.

“Yeah, he is going to travel with us,” said Solskjaer.
“We will just see his fitness work this week and I think
we will get him sharp. “We want to integrate him as
quickly as we can because, of course, he is desperate to
play for us.” Ighalo, who has played his club football in
China for the past three years after joining Changchun
Yatai from Watford, was signed as emergency cover for
the injured Marcus Rashford. Chelsea presently occupy
the fourth and final Champions League spot and are six
points clear of eighth-placed United. The other three
Champions League places look destined for Liverpool,
Manchester City and third-placed Leicester, who have
a 10 point advantage over fifth-placed Sheffield United
and a game in hand to boot. —AFP

Ighalo in Man
United squad for
Chelsea clash

MELBOURNE: Melbourne Victory got off to a winning
start as the virus-disrupted AFC Champions League
East zone began with a curtailed schedule yesterday.
Ola Toivonen’s first-half penalty secured a 1-0 home
win for Victory against Thai debutants Chiangrai
United, while Ulsan Hyundai and FC Tokyo drew 1-1.

The Group E games between Beijing Guoan and FC
Seoul, and Shanghai Shenhua against Perth Glory in
Group F, have both been postponed until April because
of travel restrictions aimed at halting the coronavirus. 

A swathe of countries have barred arrivals from
China to fight the outbreak, which has killed more than
1,000 people in China and infected more than 42,000
in 25 countries. Most Champions League games involv-
ing Chinese clubs have been put on hold for two
months, extending the group stage and shunting the
East zone’s round of 16 back to June 16-24.

Also yesterday, Asia’s second-tier AFC Cup post-
poned its East zone games until April, affecting teams
from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau and Mongolia.
Victory’s 1-0 win was far from convincing against Thai
champions Chiangrai, who had a man sent off late on as
their tournament debut ended on a sour note.

But it was welcome for Carlos Salvachua’s side, who
have won just four of their 17 A-League fixtures this
season to sit third from bottom on the 11-team domestic
table. “They made us work for it,” said Toivonen. “We
controlled the first half but we were a little bit anxious
in the second. But it’s always important to get a good
start in the group.”

Victory have only once advanced beyond the group
stages in seven previous campaigns — when they were
eliminated in the round of 16 under then coach Kevin
Muscat. After a slow opening period at AAMI Stadium
in Melbourne, Victory began pressing and Toivonen’s
curling shot was well saved after 22 minutes.

The deadlock was broken three minutes later when
Toivonen was pulled down off the ball in the box and
the Swedish striker stepped up to convert the penalty.
Despite the match being largely played in the Chiangrai
half, few other chances were created against a stubborn
opposition.

However, Chiangrai’s night ended badly with Thirayu
Banhan sent off in the dying minutes for a dangerous
tackle. In the later kick-off in Ulsan, the hosts had FC
Tokyo’s Adailton to thank as he headed a late own goal
to leave the scores all square at 1-1.

Ulsan striker Bjorn Johnsen smashed a volley against
the bar early on, and had a fierce shot tipped over nine
minutes into the second half. Diego Oliveira put FC
Tokyo ahead with a neat finish on 64 minutes but with
eight minutes to go, Adailton gifted Ulsan a point when
he headed past his own goalkeeper from a hanging
free-kick. — AFP

Victory for Melbourne 
as virus-hit Champions 
League groups start

MILAN: Cristiano Ronaldo and Zlatan
Ibrahimovic are set to go head-to-head
in tomorrow’s Italian Cup semi-final,
f irst leg between Juventus and AC
Milan at the San Siro. Both Ronaldo
and Ibrahimovic scored at the weekend
in defeats as Juventus fell 2-1 at Hellas
Verona, while AC Milan threw away a
two-goal lead in a 4-2 defeat by city
rivals Inter. “It wasn’t the result we
wanted,” said the 35-year-old Ronaldo
despite becoming the first Juventus
player to score in 10 successive league
games, just one game short of the Serie
A record.

The five-time Ballon d’Or winner has
scored 23 goals in all competitions this
season. Ibrahimovic, 38, has scored
three goals since returning to Milan last
month. The Swede headed in the sec-
ond goal on Sunday after setting up the
first, but Inter hit back with four sec-
ond-half strikes.

“I showed that I can still make a dif-
ference, even at 38,” he said. But Inter

striker Romelu Lukaku will be looking
to upstage the two other former
Manchester United players against
Napoli in the other last-four first leg
today. Gennaro Gattuso’s Napoli ,
despite their current slump, ousted
holders Lazio in the quarter-finals.

“There’s a new king in town,” a jubi-
lant Lukaku wrote on Twitter after
scoring the fourth goal for Inter in
Sunday’s derby.  “We run this town.”

The Belgian was replying to
Ibrahimovic’s pre-derby post saying
that “lions don’t compare themselves to
humans”. Juventus coach Maurizio
Sarri has reason to be worried by his
side’s away form, with the defending
Serie A champions having lost their last
two games on the road. “I hope that
someone will help me, it’s something we
have to resolve,” Sarri said after the
loss to Verona.

“Right now we have a difference in
performance between home and away.”
Juventus are bidding to reclaim the tro-
phy which they held for four seasons
until losing to eventual runners-up
Atalanta in the quarters last year.

Antonio Conte’s Inter are the only
one of the four semi-finalists to win in
Serie A at the weekend, with Napoli
crashing to a 3-2 defeat  by lowly
Lecce. Inter ’s  v ictory l i f ted them
ahead of Juventus on goal difference

at the top of the table, as they target
their first Scudetto since 2010. The

second-leg t ies wil l  take place on
March 4 and 5. — AFP

Ronaldo, Zlatan
set for Italian
Cup clash

VERONA: File photo shows Juventus’ Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo (C)
heads the ball during the Italian Serie A football match Hellas Verona vs Juventus
on February 8, 2020, at the Marcantonio Bentegodi Stadium in Verona. — AFP

BERLIN: Jurgen Klinsmann shocked Bundesliga club
Hertha Berlin yesterday by stepping down as coach just
10 weeks after taking the reins at the ambitious capital
club. The 1990 World Cup winner announced his sur-
prise decision in a post on his Facebook page, three
days after Hertha slumped to a 3-1 home defeat to fel-
low strugglers Mainz which left them just six points
above the drop zone.

“After long consideration, I have decided to give up
my position as head coach and return to my original,
long-term role on the club board,” wrote the 55-year-
old. “I am convinced that Hertha will stay up,” he added
in a message addressed to the club’s fans, before sug-
gesting that he felt a lack of trust from the club hierar-
chy. “In a relegation fight, unity, solidarity and concen-
tration on the essentials are the most important things.
If they are not guaranteed, I can’t reach my potential
and live up to my responsibility as coach.”

Klinsmann’s decision is a hammer blow to Hertha,
who had looked to him to guide them away from rele-

gation and towards the Champions League places. “We
were very surprised by what happened this morning.
There were no previous indications of this decision,”
said sporting director Michael Preetz.

The club confirmed that Klinsmann’s assistant
Alexander Nouri would take over as interim coach with
immediate effect. Former Germany boss Klinsmann was
brought in as a short-term solution in November after a
disastrous start to the season under coaching novice
Ante Covic.

Since taking over, he has become the face of Hertha’s
bold new ambitions to establish themselves among the
Bundesliga elite, following a lucrative new deal with
investor Lars Windhorst last summer.

Shortly after his arrival, Klinsmann said that Berlin
deserved “a super club” and later said Hertha should
target Champions League football within three years.
According to German daily Bild, Klinsmann may have
resigned due to a dispute with the club over his future
in the Hertha dugout. The newspaper claimed that
Klinsmann was frustrated by the club’s reluctance to
guarantee his job as coach beyond the summer. The
former Bayern Munich, Inter Milan and Tottenham star
will retain his place on the club board, a position he
held before taking over from Covic last November. 

As Germany head coach, Klinsmann presided over
the so-called “summer fairytale” of 2006, leading the

national team to the World Cup semi-finals on home
soil. He later coached the US national men’s team from
2011 to 2016, leading them to the World Cup finals in
Brazil in 2014. 

Hertha was only his second job in club football, fol-
lowing a similarly ill-fated spell at Bayern Munich in
2009. — AFP

Klinsmann quits as 
Hertha Berlin coach 
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