
CAIRO: Soon after Egypt qualified for the World Cup for
the first time since 1990, a hashtag began trending on
social media: “Aboutrika to the World Cup.”

In a country where soccer and politics often mix, and
often with explosive results, the pro-government media
didn’t like that. The hashtag unleashed an intense online
campaign by tens of thousands of fans calling for former
star midfielder Mohamed Aboutrika, who is now living in
exile in Qatar, to come out of retirement and play for
Egypt at the World Cup
in Russia next year.

It stirred a storm in the
Arab country because of
Aboutrika’s alleged ties
to the Muslim
Brotherhood, an Egyptian
Islamist group that has
been outlawed and
declared a terrorist
organization by the gov-
ernment. The
Brotherhood was out-
lawed after the military’s
ouster of a freely elected
but divisive Islamist president in 2013. The 38-year-old
Aboutrika faces a host of charges rooted in his alleged
financial support for the Brotherhood and lives in exile
knowing he risks arrest if he returns home. His assets
have been frozen by Egyptian authorities and his name is
on a terrorism list. He now makes a living as a soccer
pundit on the Qatar-based sports channel beIN.
Aboutrika turned down the call to return in a message to
his supporters.

“These are kind feelings for which I thank you,” he
wrote on his Twitter account. “But realism is better and I
don’t steal the efforts of others. Those men (on the cur-
rent team) deserve to be there alone.”

Yet that gentle refusal didn’t stop the storm around
him, and the unfavorable comparisons made by some
between Aboutrika and Liverpool forward Mohamed
Salah, the team’s current star and new darling of the pro-
government media.

“Mohammed Salah is the player who stood by his
country, not like the other one (Aboutrika),” said Ahmed
Moussa, perhaps the most ardent government supporter
among TV talk show hosts. “He (Salah) is Egypt’s only
star.” The 25-year-old Salah endeared himself to fans
with both goals, including an injury-time penalty, in a 2-1
win over Republic of Congo on Oct. 8 that ensured
Egypt qualified for the World Cup for just the third time,
and first time in nearly 30 years.

Salah has also been
embraced by the govern-
ment of general-turned-
president Abdel-Fattah
el-Sissi and its support-
ers in the media as a
patriot. A donation of 5
million Egyptian pounds
(nearly $300,000) Salah
made in December to a
development fund found-
ed by el-Sissi has gone a
long way to endear him
to them. In the week
since qualification, Salah

has been branded “golden boy,” ìlegend” and “genius.”
One media commentator, Dandarawy el-Hawary of the
daily “Seventh Day,” wrote of Salah’s decisive goal
against Republic of Congo: “It touched off the volcanoes
of patriotism, sense of belonging and love of one’s coun-
try.” Not long ago Aboutrika was the national hero ó he
still is to many ó after playing a central role in Egypt’s
three straight African Cup of Nations titles in 2006,
2008 and 2010. Those triumphs made Egypt Africa’s
most successful team with a record seven titles.

Now, the pro-government media refers to him as a
traitor. Another talk show host, Amr Adeeb, suggested
the campaign to bring Aboutrika out of retirement was
the work of government critics and berated him for his
failure to lead Egypt to the 2014 World Cup in Brazil.
Aboutrika has been labeled a mercenary, with his job
with the Qatar-based beIN used as evidence of his lack
of patriotism because of Egypt’s diplomatic spat with

Qatar over the tiny Gulf nation’s alleged support of ter-
rorism. Aboutrika’s supporters argue that to have him
back on the team would be a just reward for his dedica-
tion to Egypt and compensation for his failed efforts to
get the team to previous World Cups. They point out
that Argentina great Diego Maradona and Cameroon’s

Roger Milla both came out of retirement to play for their
countries at the World Cup. Responding to the criticism
from government supporters, Aboutrika’s fans have also
been posting videos of him scoring goals for club and
country in years past, with commentators lavishly prais-
ing him for his skill and passion. — AP
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MILAN: Mauro Icardi scored a hat-trick as Inter
Milan kept pace with leaders Napoli with a 3-2
defeat of city rivals AC Milan in a fiery Serie A der-
by clash on Sunday. Inter skipper Icardi sealed vic-
tory from the spot in the final minute in front of
80,000 spectators at the San Siro to complete his
hat-trick after also scoring on 28 and 63 minutes.

Spanish forward Suso (36) and Giacomo
Bonaventura (81) had twice put AC Milan back on
level terms in the ‘Chinese’ derby between two clubs
fuelled by multi-million dollar investments by their
Asian owners.

With Juventus losing 1-0 to Roma on Saturday,
Luciano Spalletti’s Inter are now alone in second
place, within two points of Napoli who they face
next weekend. “Scoring three goals in a derby is
something special,” said Icardi.

“The important thing is that Inter won. It’s too
early to talk about a Scudetto challenge,” he contin-
ued. “We are doing things the right way from pre-
season and now we have to think about the next
match against a great opponent like Napoli.

“It’s a special match for me, because they are the
leaders and play the best football in Europe.”
Napoli maintained their perfect run of eight wins
from eight games with Lorenzo Insigne scoring the
only goal in a victory over Roma. Juventus are third
after Ciro Immobile’s second-half brace for Lazio
condemned the reigning champions to a 2-1 defeat,
their first at home in over two years. Lazio are
fourth equal on 19 points with Juventus with Roma
four points adrift in fifth.

MILAN IN FREEFALL 
AC Milan dropped to tenth place after their

fourth defeat piled the pressure on coach Vincenzo
Montella. “Looking at the table right now, every-
thing might seem out of reach, but the season is very
long and we can make up ground,” insisted
Montella.

“This squad has quality, despite what some might
say, and I thought even a draw would have been
hard on us today considering all the chances creat-
ed. “I think a top four finish is absolutely possible.”
In a tense first half in the Derby della Madonnina,
the first chance came after quarter of an hour when
Antonio Candreva hit the crossbar. Both Suso and a
Joao Miranda header went wide, but Inter took the
lead with Icardi picking up a Candreva cross on 28
minutes.

Patrick Cutrone came on after the break and lift-
ed Milan who got back into the game thanks to a
beautiful curling Suso effort. But Icardi restored
Inter’s advantage from an Ivan Perisic cross before
Bonaventura slid in to make it 2-2 with Samir
Handanovic unable to clear.

Ricardo Rodriguez brought down Danilo
D’Ambrosio and 24-year-old Icardi converted to
earn the praise of Spalletti. “He (Icardi) has strength,
dynamism, technique. He is an all-around player,
who for his age knows how to shoulder responsibili-
ty,” said the Inter coach. — AFP
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TOYOTA: File photo, Al-Ahly SC’s Mohamed Aboutrika celebrates after scoring a goal against Sanfrecce
Hiroshima during their quarterfinal at the FIFA Club World Cup soccer tournament in Toyota, Japan. — AP

MADRID: Real Madrid coach Zinedine Zidane heaped
praise on Tottenham Hotspur’s Harry Kane ahead of
today’s Champions League clash between the sides
which will be an acid test for the prolific England strik-
er. Kane leads the scoring charts in Europe’s elite com-
petition with five goals in Spurs’ games against
Borussia Dortmund and APOEL Nicosia, one more than
Cristiano Ronaldo. Kane, who has also six strikes in the
Premier League and has scored 13 times in his last nine
matches for club and country, has been the main focus
of media attention before Tuesday’s blockbuster clash
between Spurs and the European champions and was
featured on the cover of Spanish newspaper Marca on
Monday.

“He is a fundamental player for Tottenham, he is very
good in every aspect, but the best thing about him is
that he’s always got the goal on his mind,” Zidane told a
news conference on Monday.

“He’s a very complete player even though he does
not look it, but he always turns up when he needs to.”
Zidane ducked a question on whether he would like to
sign Kane for Real Madrid who are short of strikers
after selling Alvaro Morata to Chelsea.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future,”
he said. Tottenham’s Spanish striker Fernando Llorente,

meanwhile, warned Real about the threat his teammate
poses.

“We have great players who are capable of playing
very good football and we have Harry Kane, who at the
moment is turning everything he touches into a goal,”
Llorente said in an interview with Marca.

“There isn’t a great deal of difference among the top
teams in Europe and I’d count Tottenham among them.”
Real have flattered to deceive in La Liga this season as
they bid to defend the Spanish title for the first time
since 2008, dropping points in four of their eight
games, but like Spurs they have won both Champions
League matches, convincingly beating APOEL and
Dortmund.

They sit third in the domestic standings, five points
behind leaders Barcelona and scraped an unconvincing
2-1 win at Getafe on Saturday thanks to a late strike
from Ronaldo. “You have to keep their best players
under control, you can’t just try and take the ball off
them because they are much better in possession now
and when they don’t have it they are still very danger-
ous on the counter-attack,” added Llorente.

“Madrid can kill you off easily because they have
more quality and are more effective than most teams,
but they always give you a chance.” — Reuters
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MADRID: Real Madrid’s French coach Zinedine
Zidane gives a press conference after a training
session at Valdebebas Sport City in Madrid. — AFP

MADRID: Valencia spent the last couple of seasons trying
to avoid relegation in the Spanish league. After eight
matches this season, it’s already looking to dethrone
Barcelona from the top of the standings.

Valencia reached second place with an emphatic 6-3
win at Real Betis on Sunday, moving to within four points
of Barcelona, which lost its perfect record after a 1-1 draw
at Atletico Madrid on Saturday.

Defending champion Real Madrid, which defeated
Getafe 2-1 with a late winner by Cristiano Ronaldo on
Saturday, is one point behind Valencia in third place.
Atletico and Sevilla are another point behind.

Valencia, whose last league titles came in 2002 and
2004, struggled in recent seasons under the ownership of
Singapore investor Peter Lim. Under coach Marcelino
Garcia, Valencia has already won five times this season,
and it’s coming off four straight wins while outscoring
opponents 17-7.

“We are playing at a very high level collectively,”
Valencia striker Rodrigo said. “We deserve a lot of credit
for what we have been doing so far this season. We know
there’s still a long way to go. We want more, we are an
ambitious team.” Valencia got off to a great start at the
Benito Villamarin Stadium in Seville, opening a 4-0 lead
with goals by Geoffrey Kondogbia, Goncalo Guedes,

Rodrigo and Santi Mina.
Betis, which started the weekend in sixth place and had

won three of its last four matches, rallied with three unan-
swered goals after the 79th minute from Joel Campbell,
Antonio Sanabria and Cristian Tello. But Valencia sealed
victory in the closing minutes with goals by Simone Zaza
and Andreas Pereira. “We were close to equalizing ... but in
the end it wasn’t possible,” said Costa Rica midfielder
Campbell, whose goal on debut came after he received the
ball from an erroneous back pass by Valencia midfielder
Dani Parejo. Betis forward Sergio Leon had a penalty kick
saved by Valencia goalkeeper Neto when the visitors were
winning 2-0.

Girona’s struggles continued in the Spanish league with
a 2-1 loss to Villarreal, extending the team’s winless streak
to six games after a promising start to its season. Girona
made its top-flight debut with a draw against Atletico
Madrid and a win at Malaga, giving fans hopes of a suc-
cessful season, but it hasn’t been able to win since, losing
four matches and drawing two. Sunday’s loss left the
Catalan team at 17th in the 20-team standings, just outside
the relegation zone.

“It shouldn’t be a strange thing to see Girona near the
bottom of the table,” Girona coach Pablo Machin said.
“This is the elite. We want to enjoy it, but we also will have
to suffer— AP
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SEVILLA: Valencia’s Argentinian defender Ezequiel Garay (L) vies with Real Betis’ Paraguayan forward
Arnaldo Sanabria (R) during the Spanish league football match Real Betis FC vs Valencia FC. —AFP


