
LAGOS: Somewhere out there is a new
Nwankwo Kanu or a Jay-Jay Okocha,
but it is not easy for the thousands of
pretenders to become Nigeria’s newest
football hero to get a foot on the lad-
der. There are hundreds of football
academies across the country of 180
million people but few put their star-
struck trainees on the road to a contract
in Europe. 

Each week, more than 400 aspiring
heroes aged between six and 18 attend
the Barcelona football  academy in
Lagos, which opened in November.
Football is king in Nigeria, even though
the country has again failed to reach
the Africa Cup of Nations finals which
will be held in Gabon in January. More
than 1,500 youngsters took skills tests
in September to get into the Barcelona
academy. But the 1,000 euros ($1,000)
annual cost was an even bigger hurdle
for many.

The parents of Johnson Gbenga, 12,
had to borrow money from their family
and neighbors in the distant Lagos sub-
urb of Badagry to get a place. “They
understood that there is nothing more
important than football,” said the shy
youngster who spends three hours on a
bus to get to each training session at
FCB Escola.

“One day for sure, I  will  play for
Barca,” said 12-year-old Yacub Farouk
as he kicked a ball in his tattered shorts
and worn shoes. “It makes me happy
because other footballers will be able to
see that Nigerians have talent and that
we can be the best.”  After Dubai,
Istanbul and Sao Paulo, Barcelona is
now spreading word of the team in
Lagos, business capital of Africa’s most
populated country.

Barca ‘vision’ in Lagos 
Ten coaches watched over the

young players at the Teslim Balogun
stadium in a teeming district of the city
of 20 mill ion. Blaugrana Sports
International Limited director Leslie
Oghomienor, who helped set up the

academy, said it was a “revolution” for
Nigerian football. Most of the Nigerians
who became stars in Europe-like Kanu
at Ajax Amsterdam and Arsenal and
Okocha-who made his name at Bolton
Wanderers and Paris Saint Germain-
learned their football in the streets.

Like many of the facilities in Nigeria,
the Teslim Balogun stadium is not
state-of-the-art. The worn turf has cov-
ered with synthetic grass. The paint on
the walls is peeling. Oghomienor insist-
ed that Nigeria will see the benefit of
the school even if there is a chance in a
million of getting to one of the top
European teams. “We have trained
coaches who will later enter the mar-
ket. And we also have all the young
people who will get to play here in and
West Africa.”

Bernat Villa Gorriz, the academy’s
technical director, laughed when asked
whether the coaches had already spot-
ted the new Lionel Messi. “We want to
introduce our vision and our way of

training,” he said. For Barcelona, the
school is a way of looking for talent but
also getting its name known in the glob-
alised world of football where it faces
intense competition with English
Premier League giants like Manchester
United, Chelsea and Arsenal.

All are setting up similar academies
in Africa,  Asia and North America.
Barcelona is not alone in looking at
Nigeria. Paris Saint-Germain has signed
commercial accords with two Nigerian
companies and will choose 100 chil-
dren to take part in a three day coach-
ing session this  year.  “While the
Premier League may be more popular
than the Spanish league, the trainee
footballers are more than happy to
welcome the Catalonian club,” said
Gorriz.  Fans of other clubs largely
agree. “I support Arsenal but every-
one’s got to start somewhere-you can’t
choose your club at my age. You have
to take what you’re offered,” said Okiki
one of the Barcelona pupils. — AFP 
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LAGOS: Local project director of the FCB Escola soccer school, Bernat Gorriz (C), takes part in a training session with stu-
dents of the academy at Teslim Balogun Stadium. — AFP 

The trials of becoming 
a Nigeria football star

Solo talks on future, 
fight for equal pay

LOS ANGELES: Hope Solo says she hopes that someday she
can return to the US women’s national team, but in the mean-
time she vows to keep fighting for equal pay for the players.
Solo was handed a six-month suspension and her contract
with US Soccer was terminated following the Rio Olympics,
after she called Sweden’s team “cowards” for their defensive
style of play against the Americans in the quarterfinals.

“Let’s be honest, it’s not my decision if I return to the
national team,” she said. “I find it an honor and a privilege to
represent our country at the highest level in a sport that I
love, in a position that I love. And I would do almost anything
to play at that level once again. I say almost, because at this
point in time I believe our fight for equality is much bigger
than being on the national team again.”

Solo is not eligible for reinstatement to the team until
February. She said it’s up to the US Soccer Federation and
coach Jill Ellis to allow her to return. Her comments come as
the team’s players are negotiating a new collective bargain-
ing agreement with US Soccer. The current contract expires
on Dec 31. Solo, a 17-year veteran of the team, is closely
watching the negotiations, which have been ongoing this
month. In a wide-ranging interview with The Associated Press
on Thursday, she said she “hopes and prays” players don’t
back down.

All the way 
“I think many of the players are prepared to go all the way

in,” she said. “When we’re supposed to have a new CBA by Jan
1, now is the time you can be scared - you can be scared of
going on strike, you can be scared of losing employment and
a paycheck. And I think that I have been used as an example,
and my firing instilled a lot of fear in the players. And I also
know fear is what has held many movements back.”

That’s why she’s speaking out now - because she can.
“There’s no turning back for me,” she said. “I think with some
of the player there are different intentions - because they
want to play the game that they love. It’s easier for me to fight
and put everything into it than it is for them.” Solo’s year has
been nothing if not eventful.

At the start, Solo and the national team were still basking
in their victory at the 2015 Women’s World Cup. Solo allowed
only three goals in seven games with five shutouts during
the tournament - earning her a second straight Golden Glove
Award. But with the CBA due to expire, Solo and four of her
teammates filed a complaint in late March with the US Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission alleging wage dis-
crimination. The players maintain they make far less than
their male counterparts for the national team, despite out-
performing them on the international stage. A decision by
the EEOC is pending.

On the field, Solo became the first goalkeeper with 100
international shutouts before the Olympics when the United
States defeated South Africa 1-0 in Chicago. It also was her
150th career win. During the Rio Games she made her 200th
appearance in goal for the United States, an international
record. But in the quarterfinals the defending champion US
women were handed their earliest-ever exit from the
Olympics when Sweden advanced 4-3 on penalty kicks fol-
lowing a 1-1 draw.

Off-the-field controversies
Solo’s infamous “cowards” quote came immediately fol-

lowing the loss. Sweden went on to play in the gold-medal
match against Germany. Solo said she spoke to Ellis and US
Soccer President Sunil Gulati the night of the loss, and felt
that the issue was put to rest. After she returned to the United
States, she said she was blindsided by the announcement
about her suspension.

She said she believes US Soccer wanted her off the CBA
negotiations. A spokesman for USSF did not immediately
respond to a request for comment on Thursday evening.
“Let’s call it what is, which is a firing is,” she said. “It was a ter-
mination of my contract effective immediately with sever-
ance. That is a firing. It wasn’t a suspension, that’s what they
told the media because it looked better. But I got fired. I got
fired for what they say was using the word ‘cowards’ but in
reality they got rid of an adversary in the fight for equal pay.”

US Soccer said at the time the action was taken after a cul-
mination of events. Solo has at times during her career been
dogged by off-the-field controversies. Notably, a domestic
violence case stemming from a 2014 altercation at a family
member’s home in Washington state. The case is still pending
and she cannot comment on the matter. — AP 

KUALA LUMPUR: Asian title-holders
Jeonbuk Hyundai Motors could be
banned from next year’s AFC
Champions League over a match-fix-
ing scandal after a new eligibility body
was unveiled yesterday. Jeonbuk, who
lifted the Asian trophy in November,
two months after they were punished
for match-fixing in South Korea’s K-
League, face a possible one-year ban
by the five-member panel.

The Asian Football Confederation
said the independent Entry Control
Body, led by China’s Liu Chi, will make
decisions based on a new document
setting out rules for eligibility. Any
clubs involved in “arranging or influ-
encing the outcome of a match at

national or international level” will be
barred from the Asian competition for
one season, the document says.

“The AFC has a zero tolerance
towards match manipulation and
has done more than many other
bodies to tackle that threat to sport,”
AFC general secretary Windsor John
said in a statement announcing the
new body. “We are also determined
to protect the sporting integrity of
our competitions which are now
regarded as some of the best in the
world.” Asia’s football authorities
have long struggled against match-
fixing, with major scandals seen in a
swathe of countries including South
Korea and China. — AFP 

Asian champions’ 
match-fixing ban


