
BERLIN: After a two-year exile from
international football, 2014 World Cup
winners Thomas Mueller and Mats
Hummels are set to crank up the volume
on the pitch for Germany’s bid to win
Euro 2020. Germany head into the
European Championship low on confi-
dence after a shock home defeat to
North Macedonia in March in the wake
of an historic 6-0 thrashing by Spain last
November, the Germans heaviest defeat
in more than 80 years.

On both occasions, shell-shocked
faces in the stunned German ranks
exposed a lack of leadership with cap-
tain Manuel Neuer helplessly watching
the crisis unfold from his goal. Germany’s
under-fire head coach Joachim Loew,
who will step down later this summer,
has reacted by reversing his 2019 deci-
sion to axe Hummels and Mueller, recall-
ing the experienced pair to help lead on
the pitch at the Euro.

“It’s certainly true that Mats Hummels
or myself are players who dare to speak
up,” said Mueller, who made his 101st
international appearance on Wednesday
after a two-year hiatus. Loew is desper-
ate to sign off after 15 years in charge by
winning the Euro to mend his reputation,

tarnished by the Germans’ 2018 World
Cup debacle, and needs Mueller, 31, and
Hummels, 32, to give his squad a boost.

As Germany left-back Robin Gosens
admits “both have a special aura. You
notice immediately that you can rely on
these guys. And that feeling is enor-
mously important for a football team.”
Equally, a poll of German fans by AFP
subsidiary SID showed more than 80
percent are pleased to see Mueller and
Hummels back on Germany duty.

‘Radio Mueller’, as he is nicknamed,
was the loudest German voice on the
pitch in Wednesday’s 1-1 draw with
Denmark while Hummels marshaled the
German defense, but his last-gasp tackle
could not stop Yussuf Poulsen’s equaliz-
er. “It’s not about roaring or volume per
se,” explained Mueller. “The point is to
distribute information so that every play-
er can react as quickly as possible to
game situations. I am what I am.”

“When I see the quality that is in the
team, I want to wake up German foot-
ball,” he added. There is no way of hitting
the snooze button on Mueller, who wants
to fire up Germany’s bid to be crowned
European champions for the fourth time.
However, the Germans will have to be

wide awake to survive Group F.
They start against world champions

France on June 15 in Munich, then face
holders Portugal four days later before
hosting Hungary on June 23. “We will
have moments of suffering — the group
won’t be a walk in the park,” Mueller
admits.

Likewise, Hummels only wants to
enhance Germany’s leadership group
and is wary of disturbing the fragile har-
mony within the team. “Thomas and I
bring additional support.  We don’t want
to take a (leadership) role away from
anyone. It’s not a problem, because we
all want to win.”

The veterans have earned their recalls
on merit. Hummels was the defensive
cornerstone of a Dortmund team which
won all of their last eight games to quali-
fy for the Champions League and lift the
German Cup.

Mueller has not looked back since
Hansi Flick recalled the attacking mid-
fielder to the Bayern Munich starting
side in November 2019. “Hansi gave me
responsibility and you have to back that
up with performances,” said Mueller.

His eye for space in the penalty area
helped create many a goal as Bayern

swept up the 2019/20 treble of
Champions League, Bundesliga and
German Cup titles. His form this season
has also made a mockery of Loew’s deci-

sion to axe him and despite 926 days in
exile, Mueller and Hummels looked like
they had never been away against the
Danes. — AFP
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SEEFELD: Germany’s forward Thomas Mueller waves prior to a training session yes-
terday, in Seefeld, Austria, where the German national football team attends a train-
ing camp ahead of the European football championship. —AFP

Puskas Arena hosts
Hungary’s Euro
2020 revival dreams
BUDAPEST: Towering over eastern Budapest,
Euro 2020 venue the Puskas Arena is both a monu-
ment to Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s football
fanaticism and a budding revival in once powerful
Hungary’s fortunes.

Named after Ferenc Puskas, the mercurial
lynchpin of Hungary’s fabled ‘Magical Magyars’
team of the 1950s, the 68,000-capacity stadium
will host four games at the tournament which
begins June 11. Hungary’s group matches against
title holders Portugal (June 15), and world champi-
ons France (June 19) will be played there, as well
as France’s clash with Portugal (June 23), and a
last-16 tie (June 27).

The only Euro 2020 venue without a spectator
limit, the ground was opened in 2019 as part of a
nationwide stadium-building program under Orban
since he came to power in 2010. “The rebuilding
project of Hungarian football is a decade-old story
of actual physical reconstruction begun by Orban,”
Gyorgy Szollosi, editor-in-chief of the Nemzeti
Sport newspaper, told AFP.   

Building boom
Hungary’s football infrastructure development has

been “unprecedented in Europe” Sandor Csanyi,
head of the Hungarian Football Association (MLSZ),
said last month. Every stadium in the country’s top
two divisions has been rebuilt, with the Puskas
Arena the jewel in the crown of the building boom.

Mostly silent since it opened due to coronavirus
fan restrictions, the impressive arena was built on
the same spot and partly from the rubble of the
communist-era “Nepstadion” (People’s Stadium).
That vast monolith was erected in 1954 a year after
Hungary, considered the best side in the world at
the time, famously thrashed England 6-3 at
Wembley in the so-called “Match of the Century”.  

The Nepstadion, intended as a monument to
Hungarian glory, was never fully completed after
hot favorites Hungary lost the 1954 World Cup final
to West Germany. Then after the country’s failed

1956 revolution against Soviet rule its biggest stars
including Puskas left the country.

Hungary’s race to the bottom from the heyday
of the Magical Magyars was unparalleled in foot-
ball. UEFA statistics produced for the organiza-
tion’s 50-year-anniversary in 2004 showed
Hungary was the only European country whose
vital signs of football life — number of players,
pitches, clubs, and coaches — had regressed
since 1954. Since then, particularly since the end
of communism in 1989, factors including low levels
of investment or TV money, decrepit grounds, and
corruption contributed to the rot. 

Failure to produce world-class players since
Puskas, 1950s Barcelona legend Laszlo Kubala,
and 1967 Ballon d’Or winner Florian Albert has
also kept Hungary trailing far behind neighbors
like Croatia who reached the 2018 World Cup
final. “I would like to see Hungary reach the same
heights in football as before, that is the World Cup
final,” Orban, 58, a former amateur player and
regular match-goer, said last December.

‘Concrete results’
Orban’s critics complain that several of the new

stadia are oversized, often saw price over-runs, and
are typically expensive long-term burdens for tax-
payers. Most clubs in the top two Hungarian league
divisions are also owned by or linked to figures
close to or members of Orban’s ruling party Fidesz,
fuelling concerns about cronyism.

But with the national team steadily improving
under Italian coach Marco Rossi, success-starved
fans are focusing instead on Hungary’s second suc-
cessive qualification for the European
Championships. Euro 2016 in France was the
Magyars’ first participation at a major tournament
since the World Cup in 1986. “One qualification
might have been a one-off, but two-in-a-row sig-
nals that the team is also on the right track,”
Gergely Marosi, a football journalist, told AFP. “By
getting to Euro 2020 a government that spends a
lot on sport and treats it as a priority can show that
there are concrete results now on the pitch, not just
the new stadia.” — AFP

BUDAPEST: In this file photo taken on May 3, 2021 spectators watch the Hungarian cup final between FC
MOL Fehervar and FC Ujpest in the Puskas Arena of Budapest. —AFP

Portugal’s new
wave of talent
waiting in wings
behind Ronaldo
LISBON: Portugal begin the defense of their
European title at Euro 2020 this month boast-
ing a wealth of young attacking talent lining up
behind veteran superstar Cristiano Ronaldo.
Bernardo Silva, Diogo Jota, Joao Felix and
Andre Silva are part of a new wave of attack-
minded players who will be pushing for the
Portuguese to become the second nation to
retain the European Championship after neigh-
bors Spain.

After missing Euro 2016 through injury, 26-
year-old Bernardo Silva has become a fixture in
Portugal’s starting XI, scoring seven goals in 54
appearances and providing the same dynamic,
forward-thinking presence as for his club
Manchester City. Another of Portugal’s Premier
League stars Diogo Jota has recovered from

injury just in time to take part in the Euro and
played in Friday’s goalless draw with Spain.

With six goals in 12 international appear-
ances, the 24-year-old Liverpool forward has
shown that he could replace Ronaldo up front
just as easily as he can develop alongside the
five-time Ballon d’Or winner. Despite his aver-
age height (5ft 10in or 1.78m), he also managed
to score three headed goals in 2022 World Cup
qualifying matches against Serbia and
Luxembourg in March.

Felix’s ‘talent evolving’
Touted as the successor to Ronaldo, Joao

Felix has so far failed to fulfill his obvious
potential, ending this season out of the
Atletico Madrid starting line-up and at just 21
with the air of a player lost. Breaks away from
the Spanish capital with the national team
have changed little, with Felix starting on the
bench against Azerbaijan and Serbia in World
Cup qualifying before being substituted
before half-time by coach Fernando Santos
against Luxembourg following a distracted
performance.

He also made little impact in the 0-0 draw
with Spain, which was played at Atletico’s
Wanda Metropolitano stadium. “I don’t think
I’ve lost my talent. Talent tends to evolve and
as a team player I believe I’m continuing to
evolve,” Felix said during preparation for the
Euro. Andre Silva meanwhile comes into the
tournament off the back of his best ever sea-
son that put him in some exalted company in
the goalscoring charts. The 25-year-old
scored 28 Bundesliga goals this term as
Eintracht Frankfurt missed out on Champions
League football by just a point, and he was
fourth in the chase for the European Golden
Shoe behind Ronaldo, Lionel Messi and
Robert Lewandowski. —AFP

MADRID: In this file photo taken on June 4,
2021 Portugal’s forward Joao Felix warms up
before the international friendly football match
between Spain and Portugal at the Wanda
Metropolitano stadium in Madrid. —AFP

South Korea trounce
Turkmenistan but
Lebanon keep pace
DOHA: Hwang Ui-jo scored a brace as South
Korea thumped Turkmenistan 5-0 on Saturday to
regain first place in Group H in the second phase of
the Asian World Cup qualifiers. It was South
Korea’s third win in four matches, the only blip
being a goalless draw against Lebanon in
November 2019 before Covid-19 played havoc with
the competition.

The Lebanese had taken first place by beating
Sri Lanka 3-2 in the first part of a double-header in
Goyang, South Korea. Victory in the second match
allowed the hosts to retake top spot with a far
superior goal difference.

The Turkmens spent the game chasing shadows
as they crashed to their third defeat in five group
matches to stay third, four points behind the top
two. Paulo Bento’s South Korea took the lead when
Hwang headed home from a long cross from Hong
Chul in the 10th minute.

The floodgates didn’t open immediately, as
Turkmenistan kept South Korea at bay for more
than 35 minutes with goalkeeper Rasul Charyyev
playing a key role. In first-half stoppage time, how-
ever, Charyyev could only parry an effort from
Kwon Chang-hoon into the path of the Qatar-based
Nam Tae-hee who tapped in.

When Kim Young-gwon found the net in the
57th minute from a corner by Son Heung-min which
was headed down by Jung Woo-young, the out-
come was more or less sealed. Kwon Chang-hoon
increased the tally in the 63rd minute and Hwang
added his second in the 73rd to complete an
impressive display for the Taegug Warriors.

Earlier, Lebanon bounced back from a goal

down to beat spirited Sri Lanka with Joan Oumari
finding the net twice. Berlin-born Waseem Razeek
gave Sri Lanka a shock lead in the 10th minute
after taking advantage of a defense-splitting pass
by Kavindu Ishan and finishing past Lebanon goal-
keeper Mehdi Khalil.

Sri Lankan joy lasted barely a minute. Oumari
found the equaliser immediately after the restart as
he headed in an excellent free-kick taken by
Mohamed Haider. Mohamed Kdouh then put
Lebanon ahead in the 17th minute, rising above the
defence to head home another great cross from the
right by Hussain Zein.

The Cedars took a two-goal lead into the break
after Oumari struck from six yards in the 44th
minute when the Sri Lankan defence failed to clear
a corner. Sri Lanka started strongly after resump-

tion and could have pulled one back but Razeek’s
free-kick was deflected onto the post by goalkeep-
er Khalil. Razeek netted his second goal of the day,
firing into the roof of the net from the penalty spot
after he was brought down by Hassan Chaitou. Sri
Lanka remain pointless after their fifth defeat.

Elsewhere, Saudi Arabia beat Yemen against a
backdrop of a civil war which has pushed the latter
nation to the brink of famine. The Saudis won
Saturday’s match 3-0 with Fahad al-Muwallad
scoring a first half brace in Riyadh. Salem Al-
Dawsari had opened the scoring in the fourth
minute before al-Muwallad’s double gave unbeaten
Saudi Arabia their fourth win in six Group D
matches. The Saudis, who drew two of their games
earlier lead the group with 14 points while
Uzbekistan are second on nine. — AFP

GOYANG: South Korea’s Hwang Ui-jo (left) celebrates his goal against Turkmenistan during their Asian
zone qualification football match for the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 in Goyang on Saturday. — AFP


