
SAO PAULO: For much of Brazil, football remains
almost a religion. But the spectacle, glamour and
quality of play in the NBA is making basketball the
sport of choice for a steadily increasing number of
fans — both men and women.

Emiliana Ramos first fell in love with the NBA in
the 1990s during the heyday of Chicago Bulls leg-
ends Michael Jordan and Scottie Pippen, who played
exhibition games in Brazil. Now, at age 42, Ramos —
a product manager for a tech company in Sao Paulo
— decides each season which team she is going to
cheer for, and which player will be her favorite.

“Basketball is treated like a show: It’s an overall
product, so it gets attention because it’s about more
than the game — there is the whole marketing side
of it, the jerseys. It’s a bit like soccer in Brazil,”
Ramos told AFP at a sports club in the northern part
of the mega-city, where she plays basketball herself.

Some of her teammates on Fulaninha, an amateur
squad, are wearing Lakers jerseys or generic NBA
gear. Ramos wears the number one used by Zion
Williamson, the star power forward for the New
Orleans Pelicans.

Like Ramos, thousands of new fans in Brazil —
typically more associated with Pele than LeBron
James — are tuning in to NBA games each season.
In the first quarter of 2021, the NBA had 45 million
fans in Brazil, a 31 percent increase over the figure
reported at the start of 2019, according to data
compiled by IBOPE Repucom.

‘Priority market’
There have been more than a dozen Brazilians

playing in the US National Basketball Association
since its inception in 1946, but none of them are
stars in their own right. One, Didi Louzada, plays
with Williamson in New Orleans.

But Rodrigo Vicentini, the league’s chief repre-
sentative in Brazil, says the Latin American giant has
become the “NBA’s second priority market” abroad
after China. Brazil is “extremely important, and very

strategic for both the league and the development of
the sport,” Vicentini told AFP. “We will keep growing
here, alongside the religion of football.”

The NBA officially came to Brazil in 2004, with
the goal of building a fan base in the country of 213
million people. The national team has notched some
notable victories, including one over Team USA at
the Pan Am Games in 1987 to win gold.

Since then, friendly games have been organized
between the two teams, basketball stores and
schools have opened, cooperation deals have been
reached with Brazil’s premier men’s league, and more
NBA games are broadcast here.

The result? Steady growth of the league’s popu-
larity, which Vicentini says that is driven by
Brazilians’ love of sports generally, interest among
younger generations to follow more than one sport,
and the NBA’s image as an aspirational brand.

On Sao Paulo’s central Avenida Paulista or on
Rio’s Copacabana Beach, it’s not unusual to see peo-
ple wearing jerseys, t-shirts or caps with the num-
bers and colors of NBA greats like James, Stephen
Curry or the late Kobe Bryant.

“Many of them don’t know who LeBron James is,
so why are they wearing his shorts? Because they
are a way to recreate his look,” says Vicentini.
Football stars like Brazil’s Neymar or Argentina’s
Lionel Messi have also helped to break down barri-
ers by wearing basketball gear.

Brazilian difference
Alana Paludo Chiochetta, who is 26 and tall,

wears a James T-shirt in Lakers purple — “King
James” is frequently compared to Jordan when fans
are debating who is the greatest basketball player of
all time. Chiochetta, who is from Parana in southern
Brazil, remembers when she saw him play for the
Miami Heat during a trip to the United States in
2011. Now, she follows his career from afar, but
wears his team colors while playing for Fulaninha.

A huge fan of the sport since the age of 10,
Chiochetta follows the NBA playoffs every year. “I
got into it and then I couldn’t stop” she says. She is
part of a particularly Brazilian phenomenon: women
make up nearly half (45 percent) of the country’s

NBA fan base and tend to be more deeply involved,
with better knowledge of the game and rules than
male fans, Vicentini says.

“It’s a number that demands attention.
Traditionally, men have been the main viewers and
fans,” said the NBA representative, adding he could
not explain how the phenomenon had come to pass.
The women in the family of Pedro Nunes, who plays
for Sao Paulo’s Corinthians basketball team, previ-
ously only watched football. Now, they also watch
his sport. “There are lots of people watching the
NBA. I’m increasingly impressed by it,” says Nunes.
“Many of them have never played basketball, but
now they come talk to me about it. Sometimes they
know more than I do.” — AFP
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Mount just getting
started after Ballon
d’Or nomination
LONDON: England and Chelsea midfielder
Mason Mount said on Monday it was special
to see his name included on the 30-man short-
list for the Ballon d’Or. But the 22-year-old
insisted he is just getting started after a year in
which he helped the Blues win the Champions
League and England reach a first major tour-
nament final since 1966.

“It was special. To see that and to be along-
side those names is obviously a dream,” Mount
told reporters ahead of England’s World Cup
qualifier against Hungary yesterday. “For all the

years you work hard, dedicate and see some-
thing like that, it shows everything pays off. It is
just the start, it doesn’t stop now.”

Mount is not banking on winning the award,
though, with Lionel Messi the favorite to win it
for the seventh time after leading Argentina to
Copa America glory. “I doubt it, but you never
know,” added Mount. “The most important
thing for me is that I keep trying to hit the levels
that I have set before and go even further.”

Mount faces stiff competition just to retain
his place in Gareth Southgate’s strongest XI.
Manchester City’s Phil Foden shone as a much-
changed Three Lions thrashed Andorra 5-0 on
Saturday. Southgate admitted he will make
wholesale changes for the visit of Hungary to
Wembley. Harry Kane and Raheem Sterling are
among those set to return, but the England boss
said it is impossible to please everyone with
such an array of attacking talent to choose from.

“I have a headache and I commit a crime
every time I pick a team,” said Southgate. “It is
very difficult every time. We have so many
good players and such good, strong competi-
tion for places. There were lots of players that
did their own confidence and their own repu-
tations a lot of good (against Andorra) and that
is pleasing to see.”

Southgate’s men have a four-point lead over
Albania and a five-point cushion over Poland
with three games remaining in Group I of
European qualifying. England’s place in Qatar
next year would effectively be sealed by victory
over the Hungarians and a draw between
Albania and Poland, who meet in Tirana, thanks
to their far superior goal difference. — AFP
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SAO PAULO: Fulaninhas amateur basketball team players pose for a photo during a training session, in Sao
Paulo, Brazil, on October 6, 2021. —AFP

NBA’s second
priority market

abroad

In Brazil, where football reigns,
basketball makes steady inroads

Thousands of new fans tuning in to NBA games each season

LONDON: Mason Mount attends an England
training session at Hotspur Way, the Tottenham
Hotspur training ground, in Enfield, north of
London on Sunday. — AFP

‘Call this a pitch?!’:
Lebanon stadiums
in sorry state
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s top football stadium once
hosted some of the world’s best players, but today it
has become a neglected, blast-hit arena at times
used as a cereal warehouse. Stray dogs roam
around its abandoned facilities, the walls are water-
damaged and ceilings have caved in.

The Beirut stadium is just one of several nation-
wide to have fallen into disrepair as Lebanon faces
an economic collapse of historic proportions. Playing
surfaces are in such bad shape that the national team
has been forced to play its qualifiers for the 2022
World Cup abroad. Lebanon played against Syria in
the Jordanian capital Amman yesterday.

Built in 1957 and named after Lebanon’s second
president, the Camille Chamoun Sports City
enjoyed a brief period of glory before it was heavily
bombed during the 1975-1990 civil war. It was then
rebuilt in time to host the 1997 Pan-Arab Games,
the 2000 Asian Football Confederation (AFC) Asian
Cup and the 2009 Jeux de la Francophonie.

In 2017, Brazil’s Ronaldinho featured among an
array of stars in a showdown between “legends” of
Real Madrid and Barcelona. But in August 2020, like
swathes of the capital, the stadium was ravaged in a
deadly explosion at Beirut port that has been large-
ly blamed on government neglect.

‘Crying shame’
The country’s worst peace-time disaster killed

more than 210 people, wounded thousands and
devastated the wheat siloes on the dockside. In the
aftermath, donated bags of wheat and flour were
stored at Sports City. “We had to find an alternative
ground for the national team,” Hashem Haidar, head

of the Lebanese Football Federation, told AFP.
They decided on the stadium in the southern city

of Sidon, but even that needs considerable repair.
Until it’s ready, “we’ve reached a deal with the fed-
erations of opposing teams to play the first-leg
games” away from Lebanon, he said. They aim to
have Sidon stadium ready to face Iran on November
11, then the United Arab Emirates five days later.

Even before the 2020 monster blast, Lebanon’s
football grounds had been going downhill for years.
The seaside stadium in Sidon, 40 kilometers (25
miles) from the capital, was one of three Lebanese
venues for the 2000 AFC Asian Cup finals.

But visiting in 2018, the then manager of South
Korea’s football team, German coach Uli Stielike, was
shocked. “Call this a football pitch?!” he reportedly
said. Lebanon’s coach from 2015 to 2019, Miodrag
Radulovic, was once overheard deploring the state of
the Beirut Municipal Stadium, a short walk away from
Sports City. “It’s a crying shame to be playing on such
pitches,” the Montenegrin was reported as saying.

‘Shortens a player’s career’
To avoid the expense of real grass, those in

charge of Lebanon’s football stadiums have rolled
out astroturf across the country. National team
captain Hassan Maatouk said artificial grass might
cost less, but it was affecting players’ health and
performance.

It “shortens a player’s career”, said the 34-year-
old player with Ansar FC. “This season alone, five
players with different clubs have injured their cru-
ciate ligaments,” he said, referring to a ligament in
the knee joint. “Artificial pitches are directly
responsible.”

Riyadh al-Sheekha, head of Lebanon’s Public
Organization for Sports, Youth and Scouts, said sta-
diums had been neglected for years. “The govern-
ment’s priorities are in other sectors,” he told AFP.
“The budget we get is tiny and not even enough to
cover the bare minimum.”

Politicians across party lines have also blamed
corruption and incompetence for the stadiums’ lack
of upkeep. Sheekha called for more private sector
funding as well as state support. But it was tough to
find a “private partner to take on the responsibility,
especially with the economic crash and coronavirus
pandemic”. — AFP

BEIRUT: A general view shows the deterioration of Camille Chamoun Sports City Stadium in Lebanon’s capital
Beirut on October 8, 2021. — AFP

Yarmouk 
basketball back
after Arab tourney
participation
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Yarmouk Sports Club’s basketball
team returned home from Egypt after partici-
pating in the 33rd Arab Clubs Championship.

The club was placed in the second group of
the tournament, which also included Al-Zahraa
from Tunis, Wakra from Qatar, Sharjah from
the UAE and Younani from Sudan. Yarmouk
lost two matches and won two others, while it
displayed an excellent level in its matches.
Their participation in the tournament also
provided a chance for the team to prepare for
the new basketball season in Kuwait. Yarmouk
Club’s Deputy Chairman Younis Al-Taher
thanked the Public Authority for Sport and the
club’s president for their efforts “that enabled
the club to hold a training camp and partici-
pate in the tournament”.

Disabled club’s table 
tennis team leaves for Spain
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Kuwait’s Irada Disabled Sports Club’s table ten-
nis team left for Costa Brava, Spain to participate in the
Spanish open table tennis tournament. Club Chairman Duaij
Al-Hajiri, who is also the head of the delegation, thanked
the Public Authority for Sport for their efforts to process
travel requirements, allowing the team to join the tourna-
ment on time. The players taking part in the tournament are
Yaqoub Al-Khalifa, Mohammad Al-Rashidi and Fahad Al-
Otaibi. The delegation also includes Terki Al-Shimmari and
Fawaz Al-Hajiri, in addition to coach Ahmad Al-Farouq. 

KUWAIT: Members of Kuwait’s Irada Disabled Sports
Club’s table tennis delegation.

KUWAIT: Yarmouk Sports Club’s basketball team.


