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DUBAI: Qatar’s World Cup will be the first on Arab
soil but despite excitement in the Middle East, the fer-
vor is not universal in a region usually united by its
passion for football. Although the November 20-
December 18 tournament is geographically close for
many Arab fans, high costs are a problem as a cocktail
of crises and economic woes plague much of the
Middle East and North Africa.

“Accommodation and transport costs are exorbi-
tant,” said Makram Abed, who runs a 40,000-strong
Facebook fan page for Tunisia’s national side, one of
the four Arab teams qualified along with Qatar,
Morocco and Saudi Arabia. Qatar “could have offered
preferential prices” to fans in the region, Abed told
AFP, although Qatar says it has subsidized the cost of
accommodation available on its official portal. Abed
was one of several fans contacted by AFP in a straw
poll of supporters across the region, whose population
is more than 400 million.

World Cups have traditionally attracted more afflu-
ent supporters than weekly club football, whose fan-
base is often working-class, football historian Paul
Dietschy told AFP. The World Cup in Qatar “rein-
forces” the universal trend of a growing gap between
the rich and the poor, Dietschy said. Even in oil-rich
Saudi Arabia, which has the Arab world’s largest econ-
omy and shares a land border with Qatar, fans said the
costs were prohibitive. “You have to take out a loan to
attend the three (group) matches,” said 25-year-old
Saudi student Mouhannad, who asked not to be identi-
fied by his full name.

Subsidized flights 
According to FIFA, Qatar has topped the list of

countries for World Cup ticket purchases, which
neared three million. Gulf neighbors the United Arab

Emirates and Saudi Arabia are also among the top 10
ticket-buyers. In fact, Saudi Arabia has made more
accommodation bookings than any other country,
according to the Qatar organizing committee.

Egypt, considered an Arab football hotspot, did
not qualify but some there still plan to travel, includ-

ing Amr Mamdouh who is looking forward to his
Gulf visit. “Flights to Qatar cost half as much” as
those to Russia which hosted the 2018 World Cup,
he said. Thousands of Arab expatriates living in the
Gulf will also board the daily airlift of more than 160
shuttle flights laid on between Qatar and its neigh-

bors. They include Fadi Bustros, a Lebanese living in
Dubai, who will take the one-hour flight to Doha
and return the same day.

But Bustros fears a “real World Cup atmosphere”
may be lacking, given controversies around Qatar’s
hosting and the unprecedented scheduling in winter
rather than summer, when many fans prefer to travel.
In Morocco, authorities have announced subsidized
flights to Qatar, but they still cost around $760. For
Yassin, a 34-year-old Moroccan who attended the
2018 World Cup, the discount is not incentive enough.
“A World Cup is synonymous with a beautiful atmos-
phere, human encounters, carelessness, celebration,”
he said. “Qatar does not meet this criteria.”

‘Soft power’ 
Yassin bought tickets to watch Morocco but then

cancelled his trip because of “restrictive” rules in
conservative Qatar, where entertainment options
and access to a lcohol  remain l imited. Fel low
Moroccan Wassim Riane, who also went to the
World Cup in Russia, said he too will skip the trip
to Qatar, “a country without a football history or a
culture of celebration”.

Football landed in the Arabian peninsula in the
1970s, with the influx of oil companies and expatriate
workers - much later than the rest of the Middle East,
which was subject to French and British colonial rule.
In Egypt, the first football clubs were created after
World War I. According to Dietschy, football fandom
follows two trends in the Arab world. In countries such
as Morocco, Iraq, Syria, and Algeria, “football is popu-
lar and attracts crowds” in stadiums, said Dietschy. But
in other countries, including Qatar, football is “more of
a show that is watched on television” as well as a tool
of “soft power”.— AFP 

Arab fans’ WCup fever 
cooled by Qatar costs

First World Cup on Arab soil 

DOHA: A man takes a picture in front of a replica of the World Cup trophy outside the Stadium 974 in Doha on November 15, 2022,
ahead of the Qatar 2022 World Cup football tournament. —  AFP

Denmark will ‘focus 
on football’ in Qatar
COPENHAGEN: Denmark’s head coach Kasper
Hjulmand said Monday the team would ‘focus on foot-
ball’ in Qatar, after FIFA rejected the country’s request
to wear special jerseys advocating human rights at
training. Speaking to reporters on the eve of the Danish
squad’s departure for the World Cup, Hjulmand said that
they had as a group “decided we will focus on football.”
“Now we are here, the day before we travel, and for us

our expectations are that we land and we do our job,”
Hjulmand said. Last week FIFA denied the Danish
request to be allowed wear jerseys bearing the message
“Human Rights for All” during training sessions in Qatar.
“We won’t be wearing that jersey at all,” Jakob Jensen,
CEO of the Danish Football Association (DBU) told AFP
Monday. Jensen said that while FIFA’s decision not to
allow the jerseys had followed “standard procedure” he
added they believed the message “was not very political
because this should be a statement that everybody
could support.”

Qatar has faced criticism for its human rights record
in the treatment of foreign workers on major infrastruc-

ture projects for the World Cup. At the same time
Jensen echoed the sentiment of Hjulmand. “The players
are here to play football, they’re dreaming of winning
the World Cup, they should be able to focus on play-
ing,” Jensen said, adding that it was then up to him “and
the leadership of the Danish FA to have the discussions
on Human Rights.” 

“They are absolutely free to express themselves,
some of them did, but it’s also OK that some of them just
want to focus on football,” he said. FIFA, which pro-
hibits all political messages, earlier in November urged
teams to “focus on football” and not to drag it “into
every ideological or political battle”.— AFP 

PARIS: Denmark’s head coach Kasper Hjulmand (center) speaks to his players during a training session at the Stade de France stadium in Saint-Denis.— AFP 

FIFA boss urges 
teams to focus 
on the football 
DOHA: England and the Netherlands will be the
first World Cup heavyweights to arrive in Qatar on
Tuesday as FIFA President Gianni Infantino again
urged teams to focus on the football. The pleas
from football’s world governing body have strug-
gled to be heard in some countries as the count-
down to Sunday’s kick-off has intensified the focus
on Qatar’s treatment of migrant workers, women
and the LGBTQ community. FIFA launched its
“Football Unites the World” campaign with a video
featuring star players including Neymar, Karim
Benzema and Edouard Mendy. Infantino said:
“Although football is and should be our main focus,
the FIFA World Cup is also about values and causes
that extend far beyond the pitch and we are
delighted that football stars past and present have
joined us to promote and highlight these topics,
which also unite the whole world.”

USA coach Gregg Berhalter explained why his
team are displaying a rainbow logo at their training
base in Qatar, where homosexuality is illegal. “We
think it’s important, wherever we think that when
we are on the world stage and in a venue like Qatar,
to bring awareness to these issues,” he said. “We
recognize that Qatar has made major strides and
there has been a ton of progress but there is some
work to do.” Infantino also called for a one-month
ceasefire in Ukraine to mark the World Cup, saying
sport could bring people together.

He told leaders of the Group of 20 major
economies gathered in Bali that he was not “naive”
enough to believe the World Cup could solve the
world’s problems. But he said the tournament
offered a “unique platform”, with an estimated five
billion people expected to watch on television.
Russia hosted the 2018 World Cup finals but FIFA
barred the Russian team from the qualifying play-
offs for Qatar in response to the invasion of
Ukraine.

England jet in
Gareth Southgate’s England team, spearheaded

by striker Harry Kane, head to Qatar seeking to go
one better than four years ago when they lost in the
semi-finals and end a 56-year wait to win the
World Cup. The Netherlands, whose outspoken
coach Louis van Gaal has not hidden his opinion
that Qatar should never have been allowed to host
the World Cup, are also due to arrive. 

Denmark’s coach Kasper Hjulmand said his team
would focus on football once they arrive in the Gulf
state on Tuesday, after FIFA rejected the country’s
request to wear special jerseys advocating human
rights at training. Jakob Jensen, CEO of the Danish
Football Association said: “The players are here to
play football, they’re dreaming of winning the World
Cup. They should be able to focus on playing.”

Qatar has rejected many of the accusations
against its rights record as “racism”. The country
of barely three million people and one of the
world’s biggest producers of natural gas, has spent
lavishly to build stadiums and infrastructure since
winning the shock vote in 2010. New stadiums
have cost more than $6.5 billion and a driverless
metro system with a price tag of $36 billion serves
five of the eight venues. Some estimates put total
infrastructure spending over the past decade at
$200 billion.— AFP

FIFA appeals for 
WCup ceasefire 
in Ukraine
NUSA DUA: The president of the world football body
called Tuesday for a one-month ceasefire in Ukraine to
mark the World Cup, saying sport could bring people
together. FIFA president Gianni Infantino, addressing
leaders of the Group of 20 major economies gathered
in Bali, said the World Cup opening Sunday in Qatar
could serve as a “positive trigger” in the nearly nine-
month Russian invasion of Ukraine. “My plea to all of
you is to think of a temporary ceasefire for one month
for the duration of the World Cup,” he told a G20
lunch for the leaders. If not a full ceasefire, there can
be “the implementation of some humanitarian corri-
dors or anything that could lead to the resumption of
dialogue,” he said.

Describing football as a unifier, he pointed out that
Russia had hosted the 2018 World Cup and that
Ukraine is submitting a joint bid with Spain and
Portugal for 2030. “We are not naive to believe that
football can solve the world’s problems,” Infantino
said. But the World Cup offered a “unique platform,”
he said, as an estimated five billion people-more than
half of humanity-are expected to watch on television.
“Let’s take this opportunity to do everything we can to
start putting an end to all conflicts,” he said.

The G20 talks included President Joe Biden and
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov although it
was not immediately clear if they were listening to
Infantino, who later asked leaders to sign a souvenir
football. FIFA suspended Russia days after President
Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, booting the
Russians from World Cup qualifying matches after

several countries refused to play them. The 2022
World Cup, the first to take place in the Middle East,
has already been full of controversy.

Human rights groups including Amnesty
International last week appealed to Infantino to set up
a FIFA remediation program to compensate laborers.
Infantino defended the track record of the World Cup,
saying that “hundreds of thousands of workers enjoy
better conditions than some years ago”. Qatar has
accused its critics of racism and said that it was
already handing out hundreds of millions of dollars for
unpaid wages. As part of reforms, the gas-rich king-
dom has ended its much-criticized system in which
laborers could not change jobs or leave the country
without permission from their employer.— AFP 

Tunisia’s Khazri 
and Msakni lead 
World Cup squad
TUNIS: Tunisia coach Jalel Kadri named his World
Cup squad on Monday, with attackers Wahbi Khazri
and Youssef Msakni leading the charge to reach the
knock-out stages for the first time. The North African
nation, which is preparing for its sixth ever World Cup,
will face France, Denmark and Australia in Group D.
The 26-strong squad, named in a statement by the
Tunisia Football Federation (FTF), features two stars of
France’s Ligue 1 - Khazri of Montpellier and
Montassar Talbi of FC Lorient-as well as Ali Abdi of
Ligue 2’s Caen. Two other Ligue 1 players, Saif-Eddine
Khaoui of Clermont and Yoann Touzghar of AC
Ajaccio, have been dropped.

Squad: Goalkeepers: Aymen Dahmen (Club Sportif
Sfaxien), Mouez Hassan (Club Africain), Bechir Ben
Said (US Monastir), Aymen Mathlouthi (Etoile du
Sahel). - Defenders: Ali Abdi (Caen/FRA), Mohamed
Drager (FC Luzern/SUI), Ali Maaloul (Al-Ahly/EGY),
Wajdi Kechrida (Atromitos/GRE), Nader Ghandri
(Club Africain), Yassine Meriah (Esperance), Bilel Ifa
(Kuwait FC/KUW), Dylan Bronn (Salernitana/ITA),
Montassar Talbi (Lorient/FRA).

Midfielders: Ellyes Skhiri (FC Cologne/GER),
Ghaylen Chaalali (Esperance),  Aissa Laidouni
(Ferencvaros/HUN), Mohamed Ali Ben Romdhane
(Esperance), Ferjani Sassi (Al-Duhail/QAT), Hannibal
Mejbri (Birmingham/ENG). - Forwards: Youssef
Msakni (Al-Arabi SC/QAT), Seifeddine Jaziri
(Zamalek/EGY),  Naim Sliti (Ettifaq/KSA), Issam Jebali
(Odense Boldklub/DEN), Taha Yassine Khenissi
(Kuwait SC/KUW), Anis Ben Slimane (Brondby/DEN),
Wahbi Khazri (Montpellier/FRA).— AFP 

DOHA: Switzerland’s goalkeeper Yann Sommer tries to
deflect a ball during a training session at the University of
Doha for Science and Technology training facilities in Doha
on November 15, 2022, ahead of the Qatar 2022 World Cup
football tournament. — AFP 


