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ANKARA: President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yester-
day said he had spoken to Turkish-origin football star
Mesut Ozil after his decision to quit the German team
on the grounds of racism, offering his praise for the
Arsenal player’s move. “Last night I spoke to Mesut.
His attitude in the statement is completely patriotic,”
Erdogan said, quoted by state TRT Haber broadcast-
er. “It is not possible to accept this kind of racist atti-
tude towards a young man who poured so much
sweat for the German national team’s success. This
cannot be tolerated.” 

Ozil’s decision to quit playing for Germany and his
strongly-worded four-page statement caused uproar
in Germany even as it was applauded by Turkish min-
isters. He had faced heavy criticism during the World
Cup, especially over a controversial photograph with
Erdogan in May ahead of presidential and parliamen-
tary polls in Turkey. Ozil, a key member of the squad
which won the 2014 World Cup, criticized the
German Football Association (DFB) bosses, sponsors
and the media.

He lamented a lack of support from DFB president
Reinhard Grindel. “In the eyes of Grindel and his sup-
porters, I am German when we win, but I am an immi-
grant when we lose,” Ozil, 29, wrote. But the association
said in a statement on Monday that it rejected “the
notion that the DFB is associated with racism”. In his
statement, Ozil addressed critics of the photo and said
that he was not making a political statement when he
appeared with the Turkish leader before the World Cup
finals. “I have two hearts, one German and one Turkish,”
said Ozil. Justice Minister Abdulhamit Gul on Monday
congratulated Ozil, saying he had “scored the most
beautiful goal against the virus of fascism.”— AFP 
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TIRANA: Two months ago Albania’s top football club,
Skenderbeu, was raising a trophy to the sky as confetti
rained down on the team, gleeful after clinching their
seventh national title in eight seasons. But that joy is
now a distant memory after the side was suspended
from all European competitions for a decade - the
heaviest ever sanction imposed by UEFA. 

The European sports body also slapped the team
with a one million euro ($1.1 million) fine for what it
claims was some of the most rampant match-rigging in
football history. “This club has been fixing football
matches like nobody has ever done before in the histo-
ry of the game,” UEFA’s ethics and disciplinary commit-
tee wrote in a damning report leaked in March. Any lin-
gering hope of a reprieve was dashed in June after the
Court of Arbitration for Sport (CAS) in Lausanne con-
firmed that the suspension would go into force without
waiting for an appeal, whose date has not yet been set.

For Skenderbeu, the ruling is nothing short of a
“death sentence,” said the club’s president Ardian
Takaj, who had hoped to bring the team to the prelimi-
nary rounds of the Europa League in July. The team,
named after the 15th century military commander
Skanderbeg, is the only Albanian club to make it to the
league’s group stage. Their blacklist from a future in
European football has crushed a fervent fan base who
gathered by the thousands in the team’s home base in
southeastern Korce in February pleading: “Do not kill
our dream!” 

53 fixed matches 
Relying on its Betting Fraud Detection System

(BFDS), which tracks irregular betting movements
around games, UEFA estimated that 53 Skenderbeu
matches had been fixed since 2010. Those include
national, European and “even in friendly matches”, the
sports body said, describing the practice as “persistent
and recurrent”. Skenderbeu officials and players con-
tinue to insist on their innocence, but more than a few
matches have raised suspicions over the years.

For example, in July 2015, Skenderbeu was leading
Northern Ireland’s Crusaders 2-1 at the end of regular
time in Belfast before their fortunes suddenly turned. At
the end of the match “hundreds of thousands of dollars”
were put on the bet that at least four goals will be
scored, according to UEFA. The Northern Ireland side
then scored twice in a minute during the added time,
thanks to slip-ups by Skenderbeu’s defense and goal-
keeper (3-2). “If there is not a UEFA investigation into
our game tonight, then there is something wrong,” the
Crusaders’ goalkeeper, Sean O’Neill, tweeted at the time.

A report based on ‘rumors’ 
Club president Ardian Takaj, who owns a seaside

hotel and used to run a TV channel, is furious over
UEFA’s allegation that he holds an “an influential role in
illegal activities of Skenderbeu,” including links with
betting companies. The 54-year-old firmly denies any
wrongdoing and argues that UEFA is taking advantage
of Albania - a “small country, a small club with a small
budget” - to “promote its (BFDS) system”. “I do not
think that UEFA would dare to take such a measure
against a Western team... on the basis of doubts emerg-
ing from movements of the ratings,” he said. The team’s
recently retired goalkeeper-turned-coach, Orges Shehi,
said he was also offended by a report “founded not on
proof but on rumors”. UEFA noted suspicious results in
at least 46 of the former player’s performances. “The
football is not an exact science, we see even more seri-
ous mistakes all the time,” the 41-year-old said.

‘Who should go to prison?’ 
Justice now rests in the hands of Albania, a gam-

bling-mad country rife with corruption and impunity
for elites. Armando Duka, the president of Albania’s
football federation since 2002, says he is following up
on the UEFA report and has asked the prosecutor’s
office to open investigations. Match-fixing “is not an
Albanian phenomenon, but a European phenomenon,”
said Duka, who celebrated with Skenderbeu when they

lifted the Albania Cup in May. But Artan Shyti, presi-
dent of the country’s betting companies federation,
notes that Albania has been slow to probe such crimes
in the past. UEFA tried to start a joint investigation with
Albania seven years ago, but was met with “a lack of
cooperation from the authorities,” said Shyti, who is
also a rector at the University of Sports in Tirana.

There are 4,000 betting offices the country of 2.8
million, not including the illegal bookmakers and web-
sites that are of the biggest concern, said Shyti. While

Prime Minister Edi Rama has said he intends to shut-
down those online betting rings, calling them a hub of
“economic crime”, the task is easier said than done.
Shyti says one solution would be to shift some tax rev-
enue from legal betting to the clubs in order to diminish
the temptation of “illegal financial sources”. But before
that, key questions about Skenderbeu remain. In fact,
the UEFA report left much unanswered: “Who was bet-
ting? Who won? And who should go to prison?” Shyti
asks. — AFP 
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DURRES: Photo shows KF Skenderbeu president Ardian Takaj speaking during an interview with AFP in the city of
Durres. After an investigation, UEFA decided to lead to a 10-year ban for the team from the Champion League and a
one million Euro fine for alleged match-fixing. —AFP 

ISTANBUL: Authorities in the ancestral Turkish town of
soccer star Mesut Ozil have erected a new street sign
showing him posing with President Tayyip Erdogan
after the player quit the German team, saying he faced
“racism and disrespect” for his Turkish roots. The sign
marking “Mesut Ozil Avenue”, named in honor of the
player, replaces one picturing him wearing the interna-
tional strip of Germany, the country of his birth. 

The picture of a smiling Ozil and Erdogan side by
side, holding up the team shirt of his English club
Arsenal, set off a row in Germany when the photo was
snapped in May. Erdogan, who was campaigning for re-
election when the photo was taken, has drawn criticism
in Germany for a crackdown following a coup attempt in
2016, with the president responding in kind.

Mustafa Semerci, the mayor of the Black Sea town of
Devrek - the original home of Ozil’s family - said he had
changed the sign after “we watched with sadness what
was done to Ozil”, according to Turkish news agency
DHA. Ozil, 29, a key member of Germany’s World Cup-
winning team in 2014, was also photographed with
Erdogan along with Ilkay Gundogan, a team mate like-
wise of Turkish descent. Ozil’s announcement that he
would no longer play for Germany came amid a political
debate about an influx of 1.6 million migrants in the past
four years that has fuelled a far-right resurgence and
weakened support for traditional parties. — Reuters
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ZONGULDAK, Turkey: People gather under a cardboard bearing a photo of German national team football player
Mesut Ozil (left) and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan - reading ‘Mesut Ozil street’ during a street name cere-
mony in Zonguldak’s Devrek district.— AFP 

LONDON: Liverpool will feel the weight of increased
expectation to deliver silverware this season after making
encouraging forays into the transfer market, manager
Juergen Klopp said. The German is about to undertake his
third full season in charge but despite the progress since
he took over in 2015, he is yet to win his first trophy with
the club. “You’re right and people will say that it is the
next step. We need to be ready for that,” Klopp told
reporters in New York, where Liverpool were continuing
their pre-season tour. 

“I know about the expectations and that’s completely
normal. First of all we have to play the football that gives
us an opportunity to win something. We cannot talk about
winning something before we start the season.” The last of
Liverpool’s 18 domestic league titles was won in the 1989-
90 season, while the club’s last major trophy was the 2011-
12 League Cup.

Klopp took Liverpool to three finals, but lost the 2016
League Cup to Manchester City on penalties, the 2016
Europa League title to Sevilla 3-1 and the 2018
Champions League final to Real Madrid by the same
scoreline. Liverpool ended the Premier League season
fourth, 25 points behind winners City, and the squad’s lack
of depth was exposed as the campaign played out. The
German has made four signings since, adding goalkeeper
Alisson from AS Roma, midfielder Naby Keita from RB
Leipzig, defensive midfielder Fabinho from Monaco and
winger Xherdan Shaqiri from Stoke City.

Klopp hopes the signings will help the squad better
cope with the intense style of play he demands and that

his team can improve on last season’s record of 12 Premier
League draws. “It’s not just that we have to be more con-
sistent, we have to create circumstances where we can be
more consistent,” the 51-year-old added. “Nobody is con-
sistent with 11 players. What we are working on is the
depth of the squad because you need it. “We expect more

from ourselves. We will go again for the championship and
each kind of cup, but that does not mean I can sit here and
we will get it. We have the highest ambitions, 100 per-
cent.” Liverpool continue their pre-season against
Manchester City in the International Champions Cup in
East Rutherford, New Jersey today. — Reuters
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CHARLOTTE: Jurgen Klopp coach of Liverpool huddles with his player Sheyi Ojo #54 during a break in action against
Borussia Dortmund during an International Champions Cup match at Bank of America Stadium on July 22, 2018. —AFP

Man City’s Sane 
determined after 
World Cup snub
NEW YORK: Leroy Sane has thanked Manchester City
manager Pep Guardiola for helping him overcome his
World Cup heartbreak. The City forward, who was a key
member of Guardiola’s Premier League title-winning side
last season, was left stunned by Germany coach Joachim
Low’s decision to omit him from the squad for the tourna-
ment in Russia.

It was a move which backfired for Low after his side
failed to exit the group stages, leaving many to question
the wisdom of leaving out a player who scored 10 goals
and provided 15 assists in a campaign which ended with
him being named as the Football Association young player
of the year. Yet with the Euro 2020 qualifiers on the hori-
zon, Sane, who refused to comment on the Mezut Ozil
racism scandal which has engulfed German football,
believes he will have a chance to resurrect his international
career under Guardiola’s guidance.

“Yes, Pep had a chat with me after it happened,” said
Sane, when asked about his shock omission from
Germany’s squad. “We talked about everything and how
my mind was and now we are just looking forward. “I was
disappointed but from that moment and now I’m just look-
ing forward. I’m just preparing to be ready for the start of
the new season. It gives you motivation. It would be a
dream to play in the World Cup. —AFP 


