
DOHA: Despite only having a handful of fans,
Mexico’s Tigres will be able to count on the support of
the diaspora in Qatar as rivalries are set aside for the
Club World Cup underdogs. No supporters will be
able to travel to the Gulf for the football showcase
because of Qatar’s ultra-strict coronavirus rules,
meaning Tigres will be relying on the Monterrey club’s
backers already in the country.

“We are forgetting about national teams; we are all
here today to celebrate the Tigres and we are very
happy,” said Enrique Flores, 58, a pilot from
Monterrey who joined two dozen Mexican soccer fans
at Doha’s Education City Stadium for a Tigres fan
event yesterday.

Around him, noisy compatriots sporting Tigres’ sig-
nature canary jersey chanted a Mexican anthem,
“Canta y no llores” (Sing and don’t cry), while some
played drums and tambourines and others modelled
decorative sombreros.

“In Qatar there are around 600 Mexicans, but each
has their own team,” said Mexico’s ambassador to
Qatar Graciela Gomez as the group flicked double “L”
with their fingers for “Libres y loqos” (Free and crazy).
“What unites us is that we all believe in Mexico, we all
love our country and we are showing our solidarity for
the success of any Mexican.”

Footballing great Bora Milutinovic, one-time coach
of the Mexican national side, even put in an appear-
ance, firing up the gathering. “When they told me that
the Tigres were coming, I was very happy because I
have many memories of Monterrey,” he said before
adoring fans snapped selfies.

Spectator numbers will be capped at 30 percent
of capacity at each of the two 40,000-seat grounds
for the tournament, which also features favorites
Bayern Munich and Egypt’s Al-Ahly. Tigres will kick
off the competition at Qatar’s newly opened Ahmad
Bin Ali Stadium on Thursday when they take on
Ulsan Hyundai. “We all know fans can’t travel and,
for the Tigres and for the club, it’s the first time
they’ve qualified for an international tournament so
we are very happy with this turnout,” said Gustavo
Velasco, 27, a chef.

Virus fears
The Mexican embassy in Doha tweeted: “More and

more Mexican residents in #Doha, #Qatar are joining

the ‘tiger wave’ and engaging in various activities to
support the @TigresOficial in the Club World Cup”.

The embassy has paired Tigres fans in Mexico
unable to travel with their countrymen in Qatar who
will cheer on the 2020 CONCACAF Champions. Social
distancing, mask wearing and use of Qatar’s contract
tracing app and sanitizer will be mandatory, authorities
have said.

International fans will be unable to attend because
of Qatar’s virus mitigation measures, and there will be
no public events including fan zones. The tournament
will be a crunch test of FIFA virus containment rules.

Qatari health authorities say that, based on a recent
domestic cup game, attendees have only one-tenth of
the risk of contracting COVID-19 compared with the
general population. Auckland City pulled out of the
tournament, citing New Zealand’s strict quarantine and
virus prevention measures.

FIFA has said it will work with the Qatari authori-
ties to “implement a comprehensive medical and secu-
rity protocol providing the safeguards required to
protect the health and safety of everyone involved in
the competition”.

Qatar’s coronavirus cases are steadily ticking up,
with 76.4 new cases per 100,000 people in the past
week, up 28 percent on the week before. The official
death rate is very low and cases remain fewer than
many other countries in the region.

Mexico, with 126 million people, closed all but
essential businesses last March because of the pan-
demic, dealing a devastating blow to its economy. It
began to reopen some sectors in July, but reimposed
restrictions as COVID-19 cases soared later in the
year. Mexico has one of the world’s highest death tolls
from the pandemic at more than 155,000, along with
more than 1.8 million known cases of infection. — AFP
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Seth Quintero races during Rally Dakar from Wadi Ad-Dawasir to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. — Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

Tanaka wants
Olympic gold
with Japan fans
TOKYO: Japanese baseball star Masahiro Tanaka said
yesterday he hopes to win a gold medal at the upcom-
ing Tokyo Olympics and celebrate with Japan fans, as
the pitcher returns home after a seven-year stint with
the New York Yankees. Speaking at a press conference
in Tokyo, the 32-year-old — now set to play for the
Rakuten Eagles — was asked about the possibility of
him playing in the postponed Summer Games.

“If I ever have a chance to participate, there is no
reason for me to reject,” he said. “I had a bitter feeling
when I played in the Beijing Olympics... This time I want
to win a gold medal” as part of the host country’s team,
he added. “I’m very excited at the fact I will be able to
pitch in front of fans in Japan.”

The timing of this year’s games is particularly mean-
ingful, he said, as it comes 10 years after a 2011 tsunami
that left thousands dead in Japan. Star pitcher Tanaka
played for the Eagles from 2007 until 2013, when the
team won their first-ever “Japan Series” title to the joy
of fans in its home city of Sendai, which was devastated
by the disaster. He began a seven-year $155 million
contract with the Yankees the following year.

Rakuten’s chairman Hiroshi Mikitani said he hoped
Tanaka’s pitching would “invigorate” Japan this year.
The Tokyo Olympics — initially set to take place last
year but postponed due to the coronavirus — are set to
begin on July 23. Despite growing concern over the
event’s feasibility, organizers and the International
Olympic Committee insist it can go ahead safely.
Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihide Suga vowed Friday
that the Olympics would be held this summer “as a
symbol of global unity” to “bring hope and courage to
the world”. — AFP

AR-RAYYAN: Supporters of Mexico’s Tigres UANL football club, clad in masks due to the COVID-19 coronavirus
pandemic, gather to support their team at an event for fans outside Education City Stadium in the Qatari city
of Ar-Rayyan yesterday, ahead of their match against Ulsan Hyundai FC the following week. — AFP

Mexican fans roar in Qatar
ahead of Club World Cup

Stadiums at 30 percent of capacity; no fans from abroad

In Albania, first
female boxer punches
past the patriarchy
SHKODER: At age 15, Elsidita Selaj decided she
wanted to box. Through sheer stubbornness she has
succeeded, breaking down her family’s resistance and
sexist attitudes to become Albania’s first — and only
— competitive female boxer. “In the beginning, boxing
was for me an impossible, unimaginable love,” the now
20-year-old said after a recent training session in her
hometown of Shkoder in Albania’s north. “But thanks
to my determination, it has become a possible love
that belongs entirely to me,” she added. 

It was five years ago that she began hitting the
boxing gym every day after school, begging to be
trained in a sport considered the domain of men in a
country with strict gender roles. Jetmir Kuci, a nine-
time Albanian boxing champion and coach, initially
refused to work with her. “I was a bit traditional,” he
recalled. “It was very difficult to accept to train
Elsidita, thinking about the judgments of the people of
the city where we live.” But eventually, he agreed.
“With her firmness, she was able to break a taboo for
all of us.”

Selaj, a licensed amateur boxer, has since proved
her prowess, taking home a bronze medal at a regional
Balkans tournament in 2017, followed by a second and
third place finish in the 2018 and 2019 European
Amateur Boxing Championships respectively. She now
has her sights set on the Olympic Games in Tokyo, but
will have to overcome a tough qualifying round in the
spring, not to mention the financial hurdle of other
expenses involved. “The goal of every athlete, not only
mine, is the Olympics,” she said. Her coach believes
that a postponement of the Games due to the pan-
demic “may work in her favor because it gave her
more time”. And if it is not Japan, there will still be
Paris in 2024, he added.

Training with men
Success has won Selaj support from both her family

— now her biggest fans — as well as from the town
hall, who pay her a monthly allowance of 490 euros in
a poor country where the average salary is 420 euros
a month. “I am ready to sacrifice, to work day and
night so that my daughter will one day be world cham-
pion for me and all Albanians,” said her father, Luan
Selaj. Boxing is a relatively new sport in Albania, hav-
ing been banned in the 1960s by the country’s former
communist dictator Enver Hoxha, who considered it
“too violent”. Today the country has some 1,100 box-
ing enthusiasts, about 300 of whom participate in
national and international competitions. But as the only
woman in the group, Selaj trains with men. 

Still a student in university, she hits the gym for up
to six hours a day, often sparring with 16-year-old
Ertan Kraja, who also aspires to make it big in boxing.
“At first I was afraid to hit her too hard, but given her
strength, her abilities, I got used to it, it’s like fighting a
man,” he said after a recent bout. After her initial
resistance, Selaj’s 64-year-old grandmother, Kimete
Bashaj, has become an avid boxing fan, following the
world’s top bouts on TV. 

“I didn’t think that Elsidita should be an Albanian
boxer because as such, she could face prejudice. But
now that she has received medals, I want her to con-
tinue,” she said, sitting next to her granddaughter’s
trophies. Selaj, for her part, finally feels whole.—AFP

Up to 30,000 a
day allowed into
Australian Open
MELBOURNE: Daily crowds of between 25,000 and
30,000 will be allowed to watch the Australian Open,
organizers said yesterday in a big boost to the season’s
opening Grand Slam. Aggressive restrictions on incom-
ing travel have helped keep the coronavirus largely at
bay in Australia, making it one of the few places in the
world where fans can still attend sports events in signif-
icant numbers.

Victoria state’s Sports Minister Martin Pakula said it
equated to some 390,000 spectators across the two-
week spectacle — around half the attendance of last
year. The event’s COVID-safe plan allows a daily crowd
of 30,000 for the first eight days of the Slam, then
25,000 from the start of the quarter-finals.

“That means on Rod Laver Arena, as we get to the
end of the tournament, we’ll have an incredible atmos-
phere, not that different to the atmosphere we’ve seen
in all the Opens in years past,” he said. “It will not be
the same as the last few years, but it will be the most
significant international event with crowds that the

world has seen for many, many months.” Victoria has
now gone 24 days without any new locally acquired
cases of the virus and all players who arrived in
Australia had to undergo a mandatory 14 days of quar-
antine. Eight positive cases were detected from the
more than 1,000 players, coaches and officials who
flew in on 17 charter flights.

Players are gradually emerging from their lockdown
with the first of six ATP and WTA tournaments due to
begin at Melbourne Park on Sunday ahead of the
Australian Open starting on February 8. Tournament
chief Craig Tiley said it had been a huge logistical exer-
cise. “We hope to have set the stage and the example
for the rest of the world about the possibility of being
able to do this,” he said. US Open finalist Alexander
Zverev insisted Saturday he is on track to contend for a
maiden Grand Slam title despite a mounting personal
toll off the court. The world number seven will spear-
head Germany in the ATP Cup starting in Melbourne
Tuesday as he eyes a first Slam trophy at the subse-
quent Australian Open.   But Zverev, who fell agonizing-
ly short in New York to Dominic Thiem, has endured a
tumultuous period including allegations of domestic
abuse by a former girlfriend and a recent split with
coach David Ferrer. The 23-year-old, however, said he
remained buoyed by his strong showing in the majors
last year, which included a semi-final finish at the
Australian Open. “I worked extremely hard in the off-
season,” he said. —AFP

SHKODER: Albanian boxer Elsidita Selaj, 20-year old,
poses for a photo during a training session at a gym in
the city of Shkoder, on January 21, 2021. — AFP

MELBOURNE: Germany’s Alexander Zverev hits a return
during a practice session in Melbourne yesterday. — AFP


