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Lee Seung-Woo

SEOUL: South Korea have two
Barcelona players in their squad but all
the attention when the FIFA U20 World
Cup kicks off tomarrow will be on the
“Korean Messi”,  Lee Seung-Woo.
Midfielder Paik Seung-Ho is highly-rated
but Lee, who plays for Barcelona’s
Under-19 team known as Juvenil A, is
the one who has the national media giv-
ing daily updates on his fashion style
and choice of hairbands.

The original Lionel Messi won the
“Golden Ball” as the tournament’s best
player in 2005 along with the “Golden
Shoe” as top scorer in 2005 and has
been the inspiration for Lee ever since
he was spotted by the Spanish club
giants in 2010 and recruited the follow-
ing year. It is not just the dribbling, the
pace and the confidence that Lee, 19,
possesses that remind of the Argentine
star but his goalscoring exploits at
Barcelona. At the age of 13, he was
breaking Messi’s club records.

Diego Maradona was in Seoul in
March for the official  draw for the
tournament. “I have heard a lot about
Lee,”  sa id Maradona,  another
Argentine winner of the tournament
MVP award in 1979. “I look forward to
seeing what  he can do especial ly
against Argentina.” Korea have been
drawn with the South Americans in

Group A along with England and
opening day opponent Guinea. 

Sixteen of the 24 teams that start the
tournament will progress to the second
round, the top two teams from each of
the six groups and four of the best-per-
forming third-place finishers. “A football
team has 11 players on the pitch, but in
decisive moments, key players like Lee
and Paik need to step up and make
things happen,” said Choi Kang-Hee,
coach of 2016 AFC Champions League
winner Jeonbuk Motors. “Lee has the
ability to change a game and has the
makings of an excellent player.”

RAVE REVIEWS 
The young Taeguk Warriors reached

the last four back in 1984 and the last
eight twice in the last four tourna-
ments and need Lee to be on top form
if there is to be a chance of, at least,
matching those past performances. At
the moment, the player is looking
good. In Friday’s warm-up with South
American champion Uruguay, Lee
scored the first goal in a 2-0 win.
“Uruguay are a very strong team and it
is good to score against them and
good for us to get the win,” said Lee.
“We are focused on the first game of
the tournament with Guinea. They
have had good results in Africa and we

know they are skilful and physically
strong.  It will be a tough game.”

He does not however have a personal
target of goals for the tournament. “If
we can stay long in the tournament,
then I should have many opportunities
to score... if we give our best effort and
run more than our opponents, there will
be good results.  “We want to go all the
way and show what we are made of.”
Lee has been one of the biggest stars in
Korean football  since earning rave
reviews for Barcelona. 

He also shone in 2014 as South Korea
reached the final of Asia’s U16
Championship. He came to attention to
the wider world as Barcelona’s recruit-
ment of Lee led FIFA to hit the club with
a two-year transfer ban after for breach-
ing regulations for the transfer of
minors. Lee was subsequently unable to
play competitively for the club until he
turned 18 in January 2016.

That is all  in the past.  Lee has a
chance to show fans around the world,
and especially those in South Korea,
how accurate his nickname is. “Since I
joined Barcelona Juvenil A, my goal has
been to make it to the senior national
team and Barcelona FC,” said Lee. “I
want to challenge myself further after
leading the team to a win at the U20
World Cup.” — AFP 

‘Korean Messi’ carries 
U20 hopes of a nation

DOHA: With a little under 2,022 days until the Qatar
World Cup kicks-off, the tiny yet hugely ambitious Gulf
state will officially unveil the tournament’s first complet-
ed venue today. The Khalifa International Stadium-com-
plete with the much-talked-about cooling technology
that was central to Qatar’s controversial bid for the World
Cup-will host the country’s biggest domestic cup compe-
tition, The Emir Cup final.

On the pitch it will be a battle between arguably the coun-
try’s biggest teams, Al Sadd, skippered by Barcelona great
Xavi Hernandez, and Al Rayyan. But off the pitch, the stadium
will provide a solid example of Qatar’s progress for the World
Cup, a mere 2012 days before the tournament kicks-off.

“I think it is a source of immense joy and pride,” Nasser Al-
Khater, a senior figure at World Cup organising body, the
Supreme Committee for Delivery and Legacy, told AFP. “It’s a
stadium dear to our hearts, Khalifa Stadium, so we’re happy
that it’s the first stadium to be completed.”It’s real, it shows
you the progress you’ve been working hard on is actually
coming to reality. “And you can see it and you can feel it, it’s
tangible. It’s a thrill.”

NEW TECHNOLOGY 
The stadium was first built in 1976 and has just gone

through its second refurbishment. It will house 40,000 fans
during the World Cup, hosting matches played up to the
quarter-final stage. Significantly, it will also host the 2019
World Athletics Championships. As part of its revamp,
Khalifa includes technology that will provide air-condition-
ing for fans. Approximately 500 jet nozzles will blast out
cold air, keeping temperatures at around 23 degrees
Celsius (73 degrees Fahrenheit), for fans. Chilled water is
piped to the stadium from a cooling centre about one kilo-
metre from the stadium, then once it arrives,cold air is
pushed into the stadium. The man responsible for the sys-
tem, Qatar University’s Dr Saud Ghani, said he believed
Khalifa represented a world-first.

“There isn’t on earth, one open air, air-conditioned stadi-
um,” he said. Dr Ghani said the system at Khalifa would use
up to 40 per cent less energy than other cooling methods.
Ironically, it may not be used to regulate temperatures for
fans during the 2022 World Cup after FIFA decided to move
the tournament to Qatar’s winter in November and
December.

Triumphs and tragedy 
Khalifa is the scene of one of Qatar’s major sporting tri-

umphs, the 1992 Gulf Cup victory. It was also the stadium
where Saudi Arabia secured their first ever World Cup qualifi-
cation, with a thrilling 4-3 win over Iran. Khater would not
give a figure for the redevelopment of Khalifa, though one
estimate puts the cost at $90 million (82 million euros). Qatar
is spending up to $10 billion on stadiums and training
grounds, officials have said previously.

However, Khater denied reports earlier this year that the
country has slashed its budget by up to 40 per cent, claiming
the original figure needed for stadiums was an estimate only.
In February, Qatar’s finance minister Ali Shareef Al-Emadi said
the country was spending almost $500m every week on
major infrastructure projects for football’s biggest tourna-
ment. Khalifa’s rebuild has not been without tragedy though.
In January it was announced that Briton Zac Cox died in a fall
at the stadium. The revamp has occurred as Qatar has been
strongly criticised for the ill-treatment of its migrant work-
force-which numbers more than two million, claims the
country has largely rejected. —AFP 

Air-conditioned Qatar FIFA 
World Cup stadium ready

CHANGSHA: A top organiser of Russia’s
World Cup dismissed the threat of hooligan-
ism as “overblown” and “fake” yesterday
despite concerns after Russian fans went on
the rampage at Euro 2016. Alexander
Djordjadze, deputy CEO of the Russia 2018
organising committee, gave assurances that
fans would be safe at next year’s tournament
and blamed negative media coverage for stir-
ring up controversy.

Since well-prepared Russian hooligans
struck at Euro 2016 in France, one Russian leg-

islator has called for hooliganism to be made
legal and turned into a spectator sport. A
British documentary also filmed a leading
Russian hooligan warning fans to expect a
“festival of violence” next year, when Russia
hosts the World Cup for the first time. But
Djordjadze, speaking at the World Football
Forum in Changsha, China, said hooliganism
was “not a problem” for the World Cup.

“We don’t see any problems with the
hooligans. Hooliganism is more endemic for
the club football,” Djordjadze told AFP. “The

World Cup and Confederations Cup have
slightly different population groups coming
so we don’t see hooliganism as a security
threat.  “The security threat comes from ter-
rorism nowadays-but hooliganism is not a
problem.” Djordjadze said South Africa and
Brazil, the two last World Cup hosts in 2010
and 2014, also faced questions over security
but ultimately hosted successful World
Cups.”Of course it’s overblown,” he said, when
asked about the threat of fan violence. “It’s
overblown by press in certain countries.

“Honestly it’s such a miniscule issue com-
pared to preparations for the World Cup. But
the World Cup will be very secure, so we
encourage fans to come.” He added: “It will be
great if people follow their instincts and come
to the World Cup, and not listen to sometimes
fake and sometimes overblown news.”

Despite playing down the danger of hooli-
ganism, Djordjadze said the security presence
would be high in World Cup host cities, and
that Russia would make sure known offenders
cannot enter stadiums. —AFP 

World Cup hooligan threat ‘fake’ says Russian official


