
MOSCOW: Corruption scandals, extended deadlines
and even a wobbly pitch are just a few of the setbacks
Russia has faced ahead of the 2018 World Cup, though
authorities vow everything will be ready on time.
Putting the final touches on the infrastructure in four
host cities-Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Kazan and Sochi-
has become all the more pressing because they will
also host the Confederations Cup next year, a dress
rehearsal for the 2018 tournament. President Vladimir
Putin this month assured that all stadiums would be
built within deadlines and with good quality-a pledge
labour disputes and technical problems in recent
months could jeopardize. 

At Saint Petersburg’s futuristic 68,000-seater stadi-
um, the retractable pitch had been rendered unsuit-
able for play due to technical issues that made it unsta-
ble-just the latest problem to plague the venue, under

construction for nearly a decade. The wobbly pitch,
however, is not expected to cause any more delays in
the stadium’s construction, which is set to be complet-
ed by the end of the year despite delays and the main
contractor quitting this summer. “The issue is that the
field rolls into the stadium on an unstable base. It
needs to be strengthened,” RIA Novosti quoted Deputy
Prime Minister Vitaly Mutko as saying this month.
Earlier this month, the former deputy governor of Saint
Petersburg, Marat Oganesyan, was arrested over a
fraud scheme with a firm that was supposed to provide
the stadium with a video scoreboard. 

Airport makeovers  
The government also announced last month that

the new stadiums being built in Nizhny Novgorod and
Volgograd-which were set to be completed by

December 2017 - would not be done until the first
quarter of 2018. Despite many hiccups, Russian officials
have remained upbeat about the prospect of hosting a
successful World Cup. “The construction process is dif-
ficult and complicated,” Dmitry Svishchev, a member
of the parliament’s sports and physical culture commit-
tee said. “But there have never been any construction
projects completed easily and without any setbacks.”

He added that he expected the stadiums and infra-
structure to “be beautiful.” The airports of some host
cities are also undergoing makeovers. Moscow’s
Sheremetyevo airport announced last month that it had
invested $865 million into building a new terminal and
was expanding its operations ahead of the World Cup.
But Kaliningrad’s Khrabrovo airport, which is being
rebuilt ahead of the tournament, is in “terrible condition,”
Vedomosti business daily wrote in September. — AFP 

Setbacks endure as Russia preps for WCup

S PORTS
SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 2016

MOSCOW: Interspersed among minarets and candy-colored
church domes, world-class sports venues dot the landscape in
Kazan, a Russian cultural hub that has earned a reputation as
an international sports capital. The city of 1.2 million, located
some 700 kilometers east of Moscow on the banks of the Volga
River, is hosting the draw for the 2017 Confederations Cup
today and is something of a Russian sporting Makkah. Kazan,
the administrative capital of Russia’s oil-rich, majority-Muslim

Tatarstan region, has hosted international and European com-
petitions in weightlifting, hockey, figure skating, boxing, swim-
ming and fencing, among a long list of disciplines.  Most mem-
orably, the city hosted the 2013 Summer Universiade and the
FINA World Championships last year. 

City officials say that hosting the Universiade - world stu-
dent games - was a major milestone that considerably boost-
ed the development of sports infrastructure. “More than 30
new sports venues were built from scratch, while 19 others
were completely renovated,” Kazan deputy mayor Damir
Fattakhov said. “The hosting of the student games became a
powerful spur to developing the city’s sports infrastructure.”
Fattakhov added that the city authorities also encouraged stu-
dent sport by transferring the ownership of 18 sports venues
to a local sports academy, a university and other educational
institutions. “That was a wise decision. Now Kazan students
have excellent opportunities to take part in sports at up-to-
date venues,” he added.

Russia’s President Vladimir Putin called Kazan the “sports
capital of Russia” during a visit to the city in 2013 and repeat-
ed this during a visit to Tatarstan in April.  “People here know
what sport is, they love it and are capable of organizing the
major sports events,” he said at the meeting of his sports
council. Kazan was founded as a fortress in 1005 and was part
of the Golden Horde Mongol empire before in the 15th centu-
ry becoming the capital of a powerful Tatar principality called
the Kazan khanate. The city joined the Russian Empire in 1552
after being seized by Ivan the Terrible, who ordered thou-
sands of Russians to resettle there. — AFP 

Russia’s ancient Kazan 
thrives as sports capital

KAZAN: Volunteers walk in front of the tennis academy center in Kazan on the eve of the 2017 Confederations
Cup draw. — AFP 

Al Ain banking on 
‘Brazilian Amoory’

DUBAI: Al Ain will look to star playmaker Omar
Abdulrahman as they bid to snatch victory from Jeonbuk
Hyundai Motors in the second leg of the AFC Champions
League final today. Top-rated Abdulrahman, known as
“Amoory” will be a key man as the Emiratis strive to over-
come a 2-1 deficit against South Korea’s Jeonbuk at their
home stadium in UAE. Brazilian hitman Leonardo hit a siz-
zling second-half double to give Jeonbuk the edge in last
week’s first leg, after Abdulrahman brilliantly set up Al Ain’s
opener. Leonardo said shaggy-haired Abdulrahman, who
has drawn interest from Manchester City, Barcelona and
Arsenal, played with all the freedom of a Brazilian-but
warned he wasn’t Al Ain’s only dangerman.

“Omar Abdulrahman is like a Brazilian, an incredible
player with great quality,” said the Jeonbuk forward,
according to the Asian Football Confederation
website.”He’s performed with distinction for Al Ain and for
his national team, and the fact that there are many big
clubs after him is evidence enough of his ability. “But we
have to focus not only on him, Al Ain have other danger-
ous players who we must prepare for. As a team, I don’t
believe they are very different from us in terms of the set-
up and playing style, we just have to be careful.”
Expectations are high for Abdulrahman, who will try to
help Al Ain win their second Asian title and, next week, is
favorite to be named Asia’s player of the year at an awards
show in Abu Dhabi.

‘Beautiful football’ 
Abdulrahman was anonymous in last week’s first half in

Jeonju but he came alive after the break, forcing a fine save
before he held off three defenders to set up Danilo
Asprilla’s opener. It looked to have turned the game but
Leonardo equalized with a rocket from outside the box
before he calmly converted a penalty to put Jeonbuk in the
driving seat.

Colombia’s Asprilla warned the final wasn’t over yet and
said Al Ain still expected to be crowned Asia’s club champi-
ons in front of their home fans. “On our own pitch, at
home, we can play our game-our beautiful football and we
have confidence we can get the result we want,” he said.  “I
believe in myself and my team-mates that we can get the
win at home and can lift the AFC Champions League title.”
However, Jeonbuk’s attacking trident of Leonardo, Kim
Shin-Wook and Ricardo Lopes remain a real threat and Al
Ain will do well to keep them quiet for 90 minutes.

Leonardo’s double put him on 10 goals for the competi-
tion, a hat-trick away from equaling the all-time record of
13 shared by Guangzhou Evergrande’s Muriqui and
Adriano of FC Seoul. “We have to play intelligently in
today’s game and we have to work hard and work together
to ensure we can secure the victory we need,” Leonardo
said.  “The AFC Champions League is everything we’ve
worked towards this year, not just this year, but ever since
losing the 2011 final.  “Now that we have this opportunity
we have to give our lives to win this game. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin places his
hand on an official match ball  for the 2017 FIFA
Confederations Cup, named ‘Krasava’, during a meeting
with FIFA president at the Kremlin yesterday on the eve of
the Confederations Cup draw to be held in Kazan. —AFP 
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