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PARIS: Some might question whether Lionel Messi
really deserved to win his latest Ballon d’Or prize
ahead of other worthy candidates, but the
Argentinian has been rewarded for continuing to be
so good for so long.

The most turbulent year of Messi’s glittering
career, in which he was forced to tearfully bid
farewell to Barcelona, ends with him — at the age
of 34 - claiming a record-extending seventh Ballon
d’Or for the best player in the world.

In Germany they thought it had to be Robert
Lewandowski’s year after he missed out 12 months
ago when the 2020 edition was scrapped due to the
pandemic. Karim Benzema might have had plenty of
support in Spain for his
remarkable performances
with Real Madrid, and
Jorginho could stake a
claim following a year in
which he won the
Champions League with
Chelsea as well as Euro
2020 with Italy.

Yet it is the enduring
brilliance of Messi — who
won the last award in 2019
- which stays in the minds
of the jurors when it comes to voting. Having joined
Paris Saint-Germain in August, he is the first male
player to win the award while with a French club
since Jean-Pierre Papin of Marseille in 1991,
although it was his achievements with Barcelona
and with Argentina that counted towards him effec-
tively retaining his crown. Messi tried unsuccessful-
ly to force his departure from Barcelona in August
2020 but he showed no signs of rancor as he stayed
put at the Camp Nou and ended last season with 38
goals in 48 games for his boyhood club.

International success at last
These are the kind of remarkable figures that

he has made so mundane over the course of his
career — indeed he had actually scored more
goals than that in 10 of his previous 11 seasons.
Messi was the top scorer in La Liga for the fifth
consecutive year with 30 goals and won the Copa
del Rey, scoring twice in the final as Barcelona
beat Athletic Bilbao 4-0.

This will always be remembered as the year his
long association with the Catalan giants came to
an end, after 672 goals in 778 appearances, a
record goal tally for one club. However, 2021 was
also the year he finally won a major international

t i t le , captaining
Argentina to victory in
the Copa America with a
1-0 win against Brazil in
the final at the Maracana.

He scored four goals
in the tournament as
Argentina won the South
American championship
for the first time since
1993. “I think I won this
trophy thanks to what we
did at the Copa America

so I dedicate this to my teammates,” he said after
being handed his  latest  Bal lon d’Or at  the
Chatelet Theatre in central Paris.

Unfinished business
However the shame was that hardly any fans

were in the stadium to witness Argentina’s Copa
America success due to coronavirus restrictions,
only adding to the sense that, despite all he has
achieved, Messi still has unfinished business. Not
least at PSG, where he has so far played just 11

games since arriving in August, and scored just
four goals.

Messi  did provide three assists  for the
Parisians in a Ligue 1 match on Sunday but it
remains to be seen how motivated the
Argentinian is by the French league. He has other
priorit ies . “My dream is  to win another
Champions League,” he said at his unveiling in

August, with the last of his four European Cups
coming in 2015.

Then there is the really big one: the World Cup
in Qatar will be underway this time next year and
Messi will be 35 by then. That will surely be his
last chance to win the greatest trophy of all, and
you imagine he would swap his seven Ballons
d’Or to get his hands on it. —AFP

Copa America, Copa del Rey, top La Liga scorer cap achievements

Lionel Messi’s enduring brilliance
rewarded with another Ballon d’Or

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentine forward Lionel Messi, his wife Antonella Roccuzzo, and their chil-
dren (from left) Ciro, Mateo and Thiago pose upon arrival to attend the 2021 Ballon d’Or France Football
award ceremony at the Theatre du Chatelet in Paris on Monday. —AFP

MADRID: Alexia Putellas grew up
dreaming of playing for Barcelona
and after cl inching the treble of
league, cup and Champions League
last season, her status as a women’s
footballing icon was underlined as
she claimed the Bal lon d’Or on
Monday. Unlike the men’s side,
Barca’s women swept the board last
term with the 27-year-old, who
wears “Alexia” on the back of her
shirt, at the forefront, months before
Lionel Messi’s emotional departure.

Attacker Putellas, who turns 28 in
February, spent her childhood less
than an hour’s car journey from the
Camp Nou and she made her first
trip to the ground from her home-
town of Mollet del Valles, for the
Barcelona derby on January 6, 2000.

Exactly 21 years later she became
the first woman in the modern era to
score in the stadium, against
Espanyol. Her name was engraved in
the club’s history from that day for-
ward, but her story started much
earlier. She started playing the sport
in school, against boys.

“My mum had enough of me com-
ing home with bruises on my legs, so
she signed me up at a club so that I
stopped playing during break-time,”
Putellas said last year. So, with her
parent’s insistence, she joined
Sabadell before being signed by
Barca’s academy.

“That’s where things got serious...
But you couldn’t envisage, with all
one’s power, to make a living from
football,” she said. After less than a
year with “her” outfit, she moved
across town to Espanyol and made
her first-team debut in 2010 before
losing to Barca in the final of the
Copa de la Reina.

She then headed south for a sea-
son at Valencia-based club Levante
before returning “home” in July
2012, signing for Barcelona just two
months after her father’s death. In
her f i rst  term there she helped
Barca win the league and cup dou-
ble, winning the award for player of
the match in the final of the latter
competition.

It was in the following year that

she made the step up to the national
team and she has gone on to feature
in four major tournaments with
Spain, winning 92 caps. Last season
was her crowning glory as her child-
hood side won the Primera Division
and the Copa de la Reina as well as
the Champions League in a matter of
weeks, a historic achievement for a

Spanish women’s outfit.
Individual recognition shortly

fo l l owe d ,  a s  s h e  wa s  n a m e d
UEFA women’s player of the year
and Monday’s announcement in
Par is  made her  just  the second
Spanish player, after Luis Suarez
in 1960, to win the much-coveted
Ballon d’Or. —AFP

PARIS: FC Barcelona’s Spanish midfielder Alexia Putellas poses after being
awarded the women’s Ballon d’Or award during the 2021 Ballon d’Or
France Football award ceremony at the Theatre du Chatelet in Paris on
Monday. —AFP

Benzema not upset
after Ballon d’Or
snub: Ancelotti
MADRID: Real Madrid coach Carlo Ancelotti said
yesterday Karim Benzema is “not crying” about
missing out on winning his first Ballon d’Or.
Lionel Messi, who left Barcelona for Paris Saint-
Germain last summer, won the Ballon d’Or for a
record seventh time on Monday.

The 34-year-old Messi led Argentina to the
Copa America title in July and has scored 40 goals
in 2021, including 28 for Barca. Benzema, 33, fin-
ished fourth behind Messi, Bayern Munich striker
Robert Lewandowski, and Chelsea midfielder
Jorginho. In his Madrid press conference yester-
day, Ancelotti was asked if the Ballon d’Or “still
has credibility” following Messi’s latest victory.

“We have to respect the decision. Messi won
and he’s still a great player,” Ancelotti said. “For
the players, individual awards are important and

they give motivation - but if they don’t win them,
it doesn’t matter. Benzema has had a great season
and finished fourth and now he will have extra
motivation to finish first next year.” Ancelotti
added: “It’s an important award but it’s still indi-
vidual. Karim Benzema isn’t crying about not
winning it , nor Thibaut Courtois. They have
accepted it without any problems.”

Ancelotti said he would have voted Benzema,
Vinicius Junior and Luka Modric as his top
three. Vinicius scored a scintillating late winner
against Sevilla on Sunday as Madrid moved four
points clear at the top of La Liga. They could
extend that advantage to seven points by beat-
ing Athletic Bilbao at the Santiago Bernabeu
tomorrow.

“I don’t know if we are favorites for La Liga
but we’re playing well and we’re consistent,”
Ancelotti said. Ancelotti also said Madrid will not
sign any players in January but admitted unhappy
players could be allowed to leave. Some players
like Isco and Eden Hazard have found themselves
out of favor under Ancelotti this season.

Ancelotti said Hazard will be available against
Athletic Bilbao but insisted the Belgium attacker

“must improve his fitness because he’s had prob-
lems of different kinds.” “I don’t like January
signings much. If we have players who aren’t hap-
py, it’s something we can think about but we are
not going to sign anyone. We have enough to
compete until the end of the season.” —AFP

News in brief

Bayern extend agreement

MUNICH: Bayern Munich announced yesterday they had
extended their partnership with the Japanese Football
Association until 2024 to encourage young Japanese play-
ers to join the club’s academy. “Japan is one of the
strongest countries in Asian football. I was able to experi-
ence the Japanese enthusiasm for football at the 2002
World Cup,” Bayern chief executive and former Germany
goalkeeper Oliver Kahn said in a club statement. “The
continuation of the partnership with the Japanese Football
Association brings us together in a common goal of devel-
oping world-class players. We are proud we already have
a world-class player in our women’s ranks in Saki
Kumagai, a familiar face in Japanese football,” he added.
JFA president Kozho Tashima said he wants more
Japanese women players to spend time at the Bavarian
giants. “In the near future, we hope to send female youth
players to Bayern via our player exchange program for our
mutual development,” Tashima said in Bayern’s statement. 

QPR downs Rooney’s Derby

LONDON: Wayne Rooney’s crisis-hit Derby blew a one-
goal lead to lose 2-1 at home to QPR on Monday as Andre
Gray scored a brilliant 90th-minute winner for the visitors
at Pride Park. Derby have been deducted 21 points in total
this season for entering administration and breaking finan-
cial rules and sit well adrift at the foot of the table. A three-
match unbeaten run had moved the Rams up to one point,
but they remain 19 from safety after this agonizing defeat.
“There are details we need to get right for the next game,”
Derby manager Rooney told Sky Sports. “But listen, these
lads have been fantastic. It’s not a lack of effort, just a lack
of care in keeping the ball.” QPR took advantage of the
top two, Fulham and Bournemouth, slipping up at the
weekend to jump into third place, seven points off the
automatic promotion places. 

New shooting tournament

KUWAIT: Kuwait Shooting Sport Club will organize the
late Sheikh Ali Sabah Al-Salem Al-Sabah tournament on
December 2-4 in the Olympic skeet and trap disciplines for
men, women and juniors. Secretary General of Kuwait and
Arab Shooting Federations Obaid Al-Osaimi thanked the
family of the late Sheikh Ali Sabah Al-Salem along with
Chairman and board members for supporting the activities
of this championship and their continued keenness on
encouraging Kuwait Shooters and urging them to continue
making achievements. He said the Kuwait Shooting Sport
Club is always keen to organize this tournament annually in
the late Sheikh’s memory. Osaimi said the organizing com-
mittee held several meetings to complete preparations for
the championship that will be officiated by Kuwaiti refer-
ees “who are highly qualified and experienced at the inter-
national level.”

Seager joins Rangers

LOS ANGELES: Former Los Angeles Dodgers shortstop
Corey Seager is joining the Texas Rangers in a 10-year,
$325 million deal, US media reported on Monday. Seager
is one of the most coveted free agents in baseball, and the
Dodgers had been expected to mount a strong bid to
retain his services in the face of a clutch of interested
teams including the New York Yankees. However the 27-
year-old — named MVP of the Dodgers’ 2020 World
Series victory — has opted to take his talents to Texas
after being offered a lucrative long-term deal. The Rangers
finished bottom of the American League West division last
season with 60 wins and 102 losses, and have endured los-
ing records for each of the last five seasons. The Rangers
last reached the playoffs in 2016, when they were beaten in
the divisional round.

World Cup still
eludes star

Ballon d’Or sees Barca childhood 
fan Putellas go down in folklore

MADRID: Real Madrid’s French forward Karim
Benzema gives a thumbs up during the Spanish
league football match between Real Madrid and
Sevilla at the Santiago Bernabeu stadium in Madrid on
Sunday. —AFP

Carrick in charge
of Man Utd for
Arsenal clash
LONDON: Michael Carrick will stay in charge of
Manchester United for their clash against Arsenal
this week as interim manager Ralf Rangnick awaits
his work visa, the Old Trafford club said yester-
day. Rangnick on Monday agreed to join United
from Lokomotiv Moscow, where he was the head
of sports and development. But he will not be on
the bench when Arsenal visit on Thursday due to
legal red tape.

“Ralf Rangnick was announced as interim man-
ager on Monday but, while the club follows the reg-
ulatory process around a work visa, Carrick will
continue at the helm,” a United statement said.
“Michael has communicated this to players and staff
at Carrington in a busy week for the club.”

The 63-year-old German will eventually take
charge at United until the end of this season before
moving into a two-year consultancy role at the
troubled Premier League outfit. Carrick has been
working as United’s caretaker boss since Ole
Gunnar Solskjaer’s sacking.

The former United midfielder, who had served as
Solskjaer’s assistant, has overseen a 2-0 Champions
League win at Villarreal and Sunday’s 1-1 draw at
Premier League leaders Chelsea. United host
Crystal Palace on Sunday, by which time Rangnick
could be in the dugout.

They are then scheduled to play their final
Champions League group fixture at home to Swiss
club Young Boys on December 8. That game could
be switched to a neutral venue given the new travel
restrictions in response to the emergence of the
Omicron variant of COVID-19. —AFP

Michael Carrick


