
Aguero hoping for
Messi partnership
after signing for Barca
BARCELONA: Sergio Aguero said Monday that he
was hoping to have the “pleasure” of playing along-
side Lionel Messi after signing a two-year deal with
Barcelona. Aguero will become a Barca player once
his contract with Manchester City expires at the end
of June, bringing an end to a decade at the Premier
League champions, and his new team have slapped a
100-million-euro ($122 million) buy-out clause on the
32-year-old.

However he is still not sure that Messi will be his
teammate next season as the club captain is yet to
sign an extension to his current contract which
expires next month. “Let’s hope we play together ...
what happens with Leo is down to decisions that he
will make with the club,” Aguero told reporters at the
Camp Nou after he was unveiled on the famous pitch.
“Obviously it will be a pleasure if we play together. If
he continues here, which I think he will, we will try to
do our best for the club as he always has done.”

Barca will hope Aguero’s arrival in Catalonia helps
to convince his friend and fellow Argentine Messi to
stay, as the club faces up to declining performances
on the pitch and a worrying financial situation. Ronald
Koeman’s side finished third in La Liga this past sea-
son and have debts of 1.2 billion euros ($1.46 billion). 

They were knocked out of the Champions League
at the last-16 stage by Paris Saint-Germain, and could
yet face sanctions from UEFA for refusing to back out
of the short-lived European Super League project.
Last week club president Joan Laporta said that talks
for Messi’s new contract were “going well”, and on
Monday insisted that Aguero’s signing was part of a
broader Barca rebuild.

“The signing of Aguero is for Aguero. We want to
build a competitive team and obviously we also want
Leo to stay, we have already told him this,” Laporta
said. Aguero’s signing for Barca comes two days
after he missed out on winning the Champions
League with City, Pep Guardiola’s side losing this
season’s final to Chelsea at the end of a season dis-
rupted by injury.

His final appearance for City was as a substitute
for Raheem Sterling late in the final in Porto as the
newly-crowned Premier League champions tried in
vain to win Europe’s top prize for the first time. He
leaves City as their all-time record goalscorer with
260 goals, and with the most goals scored for a sin-
gle club in Premier League history — 184 goals in

275 appearances. “Leaving aside last season, I had
nine very good years at City,” said Aguero. “A knee
issue kept me out for a few months, I recovered, I
got COVID ... but in the last four months I’ve felt
very good physically.” His move to Barcelona had
been long in the offing, with Guardiola saying a
week ago that he was close to a deal with the
Catalan giants.

He will participate in this year’s Copa America,
which on Monday was moved from Colombia and his
home country Argentina to Brazil. “If they have made
that decision it is because things are not going well in
Argentina, there have been a lot of infections over the
last few days and many deaths. I think it was a good
decision,” said Aguero. — AFP
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News in brief

Messi negotiations ‘going well’

BARCELONA: Barcelona president Joan
Laporta repeated yesterday that negotiations
with Lionel Messi “are going well”, less than a
month before the Argentine star’s club con-
tract expires. “We are in talks with Leo’s rep-
resentatives,” Laporta said. “I said it the other
day, it’s going well and we hope they continue
to make progress. We want to agree a new
contract with Leo. It’s going well, but it’s not
done.” Messi’s contract with Barcelona expires
on June 30. Laporta said signing Messi to a
new contract did not depend on the outcome
of an audit the club is carrying out to find out
the exact state of its finances. — AFP

Garcia returns to Barca

BARCELONA: Manchester City’s Spain cen-
ter-back Eric Garcia will join Barcelona on a
five-year deal next month, the Catalan club
said yesterday. Garcia, 20, who has been
included in his country’s squad for the upcom-
ing Euro 2020, will leave the Premier League
champions when his deal ends on July 1. “The
player will sign a contract until the end of the
2025/26 season and his buyout clause is set at
400 million euros ($489.5 million),” the La
Liga side said in a statement. Garcia came
through the academy at Camp Nou before
joining City’s youth set-up in 2017. — AFP

Greenwood withdraws 

LONDON: Manchester United forward
Mason Greenwood has pul led out of
England’s Euro 2020 squad due to injury, the
club announced yesterday. The 19-year-old
was named in Gareth Southgate’s provisional
33-man pool, which is due to be cut to 26
later ahead of the tournament. Greenwood,
who made his international debut last
September, will not be selected after United
said playing in the competition would not be
“beneficial” for an ongoing injury problem.
He scored 12 goals in 52 appearances for
United this season, and played 100 minutes
of the Europa League f inal  defeat by
Villarreal last week. — AFP

Vidal in hospital 

SANTIAGO: Inter Milan’s Chilean midfielder
Arturo Vidal is receiving hospital treatment
after testing positive for coronavirus, his
national team said Monday. The diagnosis
means the 34-year-old will miss Thursday’s
World Cup qualifier between Chile and
Argentina. Vidal was initially hospitalized with
severe tonsillitis, but tested positive for coro-
navirus on Monday, the team said. The former
Barcelona, Bayern Munich and Juventus star,
who was vaccinated against the virus on
Friday, will now miss the Qatar 2022 World
Cup qualifier with Argentina and another
qualifier against Bolivia next week in
Santiago. — AFP

Xhaka highlights Swiss squad

LAUSANNE: Arsenal’s Granit Xhaka and
Liverpool’s Xherdan Shaqiri headed up the
final 26-man Euro 2020 squad announced by
Switzerland coach Vladimir Petkovic on
Monday. But there was no place in the squad
for Brighton striker Andi Zeqiri, the goalkeeper
Gregor Kobel who joined Dortmund on
Monday and Nice midfielder Dan Ndoye, the
trio that had been included in an extended first
squad. Switzerland kick off their tournament
against Wales in Baku on June 12 before taking
on Italy four days later and rounding off pool
play against Turkey on June 20. - AFP

Qualifiers moved to Sharjah

KUALA LUMPUR: Several World Cup foot-
ball qualifying matches scheduled to be played
in China will be moved to Sharjah, United Arab
Emirates, after coronavirus infections in the
Syria and Maldives teams, officials said yester-
day.  Seven Asian qualifying Group A fixtures
involving China, Syria, Maldives, the
Philippines and Guam are affected, playing
further havoc with the already heavily disrupt-
ed Qatar 2022 World Cup qualifiers. The
Chinese Football Association originally said on
Monday the fixtures would be moved to
Dubai, but the Asian Football Confederation
(AFC) clarified yesterday they would take
place in neighboring Sharjah. — AFP

ASUNCION: South America’s largest football tourna-
ment, the Copa America, was shifted Monday from
Argentina, battling a coronavirus surge, to even hard-
er-hit Brazil, bracing for a third pandemic wave. With
two weeks to kick-off, South America’s football feder-
ation tweeted Monday that “The CONMEBOL Copa
America 2021 will be played in Brazil!” and the June
13-July 10 date maintained. The move was met with
consternation in many quarters.

Brazil is one of the countries in the world worst
affected by the coronavirus outbreak, with the sec-
ond-highest death toll of over 460,000 so far among
its 212 million people, and more than 16.5 million cases.
But Brazil’s vice president Hamilton Mourao said host-
ing the tournament in his country posed “less risk”
than in Argentina, which is enduring its worst moment
in the epidemic.

“The advantage is the size of our country and the
number of stadiums. They can distribute” the matches
throughout Brazil, he said, thus limiting contagion risk.
The tournament will be played without fans. CON-
MEBOL president Alejandro Dominguez said “the
government of Brazil has demonstrated agility and a
capacity for decision-making in a crucial moment for
South American football.

Argentines didn’t want it
“Brazil is experiencing a moment of stability, has

proven infrastructure and accumulated and recent
experience to host a competition of this magnitude,”
he said. Brazil hosted the 2014 Football World Cup and
the last Copa America, in 2019.

Argentina was to have co-hosted the 2021 South
American football spectacle, already postponed from
last year due to the pandemic, with Colombia. But it
was left on its own after CONMEBOL disqualified its
partner nation over deadly social unrest that has now
entered its fifth week and claimed dozens of lives in
Colombia.  On Sunday, CONMEBOL also scrapped
Argentina’s hosting duties as the country battles a
record epidemic surge that has seen a daily death toll
of about 500 on average, and between 21,000 and
40,000 new cases per day.

The country of 45 million people has recorded
more than 77,000 deaths in the pandemic to date and
nearly 3.8 million infections. On May 22, Argentina
entered a nine-day lockdown in the hopes of flattening
the infection curve ahead of the massive sports event.

The country had presented a “strict protocol” to
CONMEBOL for hosting the tournament, which

involved preparing additional stadiums and reducing
the size of each team’s delegation. But a poll last week
found that 70 percent of Argentinians believed the
country should withdraw, and CONMEBOL agreed.
“CONMEBOL informs that in view of the current cir-
cumstances it has decided to suspend the organization
of the Copa America in Argentina,” the governing
body tweeted.

Epidemic ‘alert’
Argentina’s President Alberto Fernandez said

Monday the country was “on epidemiological alert.”
His chief of staff, Santiago Cafiero, added that “with so
many cases we could not carry out an organization of
these characteristics. Argentina had a commitment that
we tried at all times to meet, but the epidemiological
reality prevented it.”

In Brazil, infectious diseases expert Jose David
Urbaez said the tournament should have been can-

celled. “An event of this magnitude mobilizes countless
people even if the matches are without an audience.
And mobility increases the transmission of the virus.
This will be a very significant component in...  the
resurgence of the pandemic,” he told AFP.

Brazil’s Fiocruz research institute has warned of a
new surge in the pandemic in the country already hard
hit by a more infectious new strain. Opposition con-
gressman Marcelo Freixo was among the first to
denounce the latest move.

“Argentina refused the Copa America because of
the worsening pandemic. There, the average of deaths
in the last seven days was 470 people... Here, it’s 1,844.
FOUR TIMES MORE. This is a picture of a murderous
government.” Uruguay’s team, through captain Diego
Godin, said it would need “guarantees and peace of
mind” to participate in the Copa in Brazil. CON-
MEBOL is expected to announce venues and dates for
the matches soon. — AFP

Copa America taken from Argentina
due to COVID, moved to Brazil

CARTAGENA: In this file photo taken on December 3, 2019, the Copa America trophy and the official ball are
seen during the draw of the Copa America 2020 football tournament, at the Convention Centre in Cartagena,
Colombia. — AFP

BARCELONA: Argentine forward Sergio Aguero (right) poses with FC Barcelona president Joan Laporta dur-
ing his official presentation as new player of FC Barcelona at the Camp Nou stadium in Barcelona on
Monday. — AFP

Criticism, jokes as
Copa America moved
to Brazil over COVID
BRASILIA: When COVID-19 overwhelmed Argentina
too badly to host the South American football champi-
onships, officials decided to move the tournament to
pandemic-battered Brazil of all places, drawing criti-
cism from epidemiologists and a flurry of jokes.

Already forced to delay the Copa America by a
year, organizers are struggling to pull off the world’s
oldest running international football competition in a
region still reeling from COVID-19 and-in the case of
original co-hosts Colombia-violent unrest.

With its huge economy and wealth of stadiums
from the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics, Brazil
looked in some ways like a good last-minute fix after
officials pulled the plug Sunday on would-be hosts
Argentina two weeks from kickoff on June 13.

But there is one glaring problem with Monday’s
announcement that Brazil would step in: COVID-19 is
devastating the country, where the death toll stands at
more than 460,000, second only to the United States.
And experts warn a third wave is coming.

“An event of that size moves countless people, even

if the matches are held in empty stadiums. And moving
people increases the spread of the virus. It’s going to
contribute to a new flare-up,” said infectious disease
specialist Jose David Urbaez, of Brasilia’s pandemic
response committee. “The tournament should have
been canceled, full stop,” he told AFP.

‘Championship of death’
The news quickly turned political in a Brazil deeply

divided over far-right President Jair Bolsonaro’s
unorthodox pandemic response. Bolsonaro has fought
lockdowns, snubbed face masks and refused offers of
vaccines, instead touting ineffective medications such
as chloroquine against COVID-19.

When the South American Football Confederation,
Conmebol, thanked him for “opening his country’s
doors” to the tournament, critics pounced. It will be
the “championship of death,” said Senator Renan
Calheiros, rapporteur of a Senate commission investi-
gating accusations of criminal negligence in the gov-
ernment’s pandemic management.

“Offers of vaccines sat gathering mold in officials’
drawers, but the tournament got a speedy OK.
Ridiculous,” he wrote on Twitter. The deputy chair of
the investigative commission, opposition Senator
Randolfe Rodrigues, said the head of the Brazilian
Football Confederation (CBF), Rogerio Caboclo,
should be called to testify on “what safety measures
have been planned to guarantee Brazilians’ safety”
during the tournament.

Another opposition lawmaker, Congressman Julio
Delgado, vowed to go to the Supreme Court to block
the tournament. At least three governors in states
tipped as likely hosts of matches have already said
they would refuse because of the health situation. But
Vice President Hamilton Mourao argued there would
be less risk holding the tournament in Brazil than
Argentina.

Mascot: ‘Little COVID’
Football-mad Brazil has mostly been holding match-

es without fans, though several hundred were allowed
in for the Copa Libertadores final in Rio de Janeiro in
January. The Copa America was due to be held in
empty stadiums if Argentina and Colombia had hosted.
But speculation swirled that Conmebol would try to
hold at least the final with fans present in Brazil.

The COVID-19 curve in Brazil has declined recent-
ly, from a weekly average of more than 3,000 deaths a
day in April to about 1,800 last week. But the country
remains one of those hit hardest. Experts say state and
local officials lifted restrictions too soon, with just 11
percent of Brazil’s 212 million people fully vaccinated.

They warn rising infections and hospital occupancy
rates indicate a new surge is coming. Hosting the Copa
America now is “reckless,” said epidemiologist Pedro
Hallal of the Federal University of Pelotas. “Many other
countries... have the pandemic much more under con-
trol. It’s hard to understand where this decision came
from,” he said.—AFP


