
Benzema embodies 
survival spirit after 
leading Real recovery
MADRID: Real Madrid might not reach the Champions League
final but Karim Benzema has given them a chance, his genius
against Chelsea the embodiment of a team that still never knows
when it is beaten. Benzema’s thunderbolt volley gives Madrid par-
ity at the end of a first leg that could have been won decisively by
Chelsea, who were the superior team overall and, for 25 minutes,
made their opponents look weary, rigid, even out of date.

But the most recent additions to Real Madrid’s 13 European
Cups have come from their ability to bend these matches to their
will, to weather the storms and then accelerate when the wind is
behind them. Again and again, they have shown themselves to be
masters of moments, their belief that in the end they will win cre-
ating certainty when it is needed most and for their opponents,
doubt, just when they think they have the upper hand. 

It comes from a history of success and the hubris of a club
convinced it has earned the right even to play in a Super League,
only ever against the biggest teams, bypassing the need to qualify,
and for theoretical fans that see Real Madrid winning as the be-
ginning and end of the sport.  It comes from a coach too in Zine-
dine Zidane, whose philosophy is not so much possession or
pressing but calm, and players, like Cristiano Ronaldo, Sergio
Ramos and on Tuesday night, Benzema. 

Eight minutes before his goal, it was Benzema stirring the first
signs of recovery. He robbed the ball off Antonio Rudiger on the
halfway line and played two passes, each time demanding it back,
before circling into the centre and firing off a shot that shaved the

outside of the post. In the stadium, it was a trigger, Madrid’s sub-
stitutes raised to their feet and Ramos behind them also standing
up, flapping his hands and shouting “Come on guys! That’s it! A
bit more now! Believe!” 

Chelsea’s were still in charge but from that moment their dom-
inance began to fade. Benzema turbo-charged another counter-
attack down the right, his punching pass out to Toni Kroos on the
opposite side the one that led to Kroos winning the corner, that
led to Benzema throwing his body at the ball and the ball flying
into Chelsea’s net. — AFP 
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SHANGHAI: The team bus of Liaoning Hongyun
will be auctioned to help pay its former players,
but it will take much more than that to raise the
$850,000 that Jacob Mulenga says he is owed.
The Zambian striker is not the only player trying
to claw back unpaid wages from Chinese football
clubs that have gone bust after a spate of frenzied
investment fell flat.

Croatian midfielder Marko Basic is in the same
predicament, as are other foreign and Chinese
footballers. It is unclear how many. Both allege
that their signatures were forged to cover up the
non-payment of their salaries. Both are angry.
Clubs failing to pay their players and going under
is not new to Chinese football, but the problem hit
a fresh low with the collapse of Jiangsu FC in Feb-
ruary - barely 100 days after they won the Chi-
nese Super League.

“I want to make it as public as possible, make
it as big as possible. Until my money is paid,
everyone has to be held responsible,” Mulenga,
who now plays in the Dutch second tier, told AFP
by telephone. “How are you going to explain
$850,000 being owed to someone in his last
years playing football?” asked the 37-year-old,
addressing football’s world governing body, FIFA.

“All you can say is: the club is dead, so we can’t
do anything,” added Mulenga, who says he was
not paid throughout his second season with
Liaoning. The former heavyweight club, Asian
champions in 1990, disbanded in May last year.
“Meanwhile, the Chinese federation (football as-

sociation) will go on... registering foreign players
like nothing happened,” said Mulenga. FIFA did
not respond to requests for comment. Chinese
league management authorities blame “a small
number” of clubs and say it is a matter for courts
and labor arbitration departments.

‘They faked our signatures’ 
More than 20 clubs have been kicked out of

China’s professional leagues because of financial
problems in the last two years, Xinhua news
agency says. Their demise left fans bereft and
some players out of pocket, and raised doubts
about President Xi Jinping’s ambitions to make
the world’s most populous nation a leading foot-
ball country.

It is also a warning to players considering
moving to China, which attracted foreign stars
such as 60-million-euro Oscar in 2017 but is now
tightening its belt. FIFPro, the global footballers’
union, voiced concerns to the Chinese Football
Association last year. “Given a significant number
of clubs which have been shutting down with
barely any notice, we are concerned not only
about the sustainability of professional football in
China but the alarming lack of mechanisms in
place to protect the livelihood of players,” FIFPro
told AFP.

The 32-year-old Basic says that Taizhou
Yuanda, who were in China’s second division last
season, owe him two months’ salary, or about
$90,000. The club abruptly closed in March after

existing for only four years. Like Mulenga, he al-
leges that the club forged players’ signatures on
documents stating they had been paid, so they
could be cleared to play by the CFA.

“They faked our signatures and just applied
for the registration,” Basic, who did not wish to

divulge his story before leaving China, told AFP
from his home in Switzerland. “They faked maybe
15 signatures to say that we got all the salaries.”
Basic, who says part of his wages were paid in
cash, wrote to the CFA in January but had no re-
sponse. — AFP 

‘Club is dead’: Footballers unpaid 
and angry as Chinese teams fold

DALIAN, China: This photo taken on Oct 7, 2018 shows Jacob Mulenga (right) of Liaoning Hongyun FC heading the ball
during the China League One football match between Dalian Transcendence FC and Liaoning Hongyun FC. — AFP 

MADRID: Real Madrid’s French forward Karim Benzema celebrates after
scoring during the UEFA Champions League semifinal first leg football
match between Real Madrid and Chelsea at the Alfredo di Stefano stadium
on April 27, 2021. — AFP 

Portugal stage for 
Lewis v Max - Act III
PORTIMAO, Portugal: The third instalment of what is
shaping up to be one of Formula One’s finest title duels in
years moves to Portugal’s sun-blessed Algarve this week-
end with Lewis Hamilton leading Max Verstappen by a sin-
gle point. That the seven-time champion tops the nascent
drivers’ standings is for once a surprise with Red Bull en-
joying a rare speed superiority over the Mercedes.

But a Verstappen error contributed to Hamilton’s open-
ing win in Bahrain and a timely safety car intervention
played kindly into Hamilton’s hands after an uncharacteristic
mistake at Imola. A probable pointless finish after planting
his car in a gravel pit was almost magically transformed into
second behind the Dutch driver, with a fastest lap giving
him the slimmest of leads.

For Mercedes team chief Toto Wolff, Red Bull were
guilty of failing to exploit their cars’ evident speed advan-
tage. “To come away leading both championships almost
felt like a get out of jail free card, because our rivals didn’t
maximize the opportunity we gave them,” he told the Ger-
man team’s website. “And it just proves what a challenging
season we have ahead of us and how quickly things can turn
around in Formula One.” The Algarve International Circuit
holds a special place in Hamilton’s heart as it was here six
months ago that he notched up his 92nd Grand Prix win to
surpass Michael Schumacher as the most successful F1
driver of all time. — AFP 


