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DOHA, Qatar: Qatar will finally get their home World
Cup under way on Sunday, 12 years after the nation’s
successful bid put into motion wide-ranging prepara-
tions which cost billions of dollars. It is widely accepted
the Gulf state has spent $200 billion on hosting foot-
ball’s biggest event and Qatar will get its first glimpse
at the final product at the Al Bayt Stadium in Al Khor
when the hosts take on Ecuador.

Organisers say that 2.9 million of the 3.1 million tick-
ets have been sold and they will be expecting a 60,000
sell-out on Sunday. The home team’s players have also
been preparing tirelessly, spending months outside
Qatar in isolated training camps, in an attempt to reach
the knockout phase on their World Cup debut.

“Our situation is different (compared to other
teams) and we have to work with what we’ve got,”
coach Felix Sanchez told a press conference on the eve
of the tournament. “It’s true it’s a massive sacrifice,
many time away from our families and abroad and this
shows the commitment of the players to compete and it
all starts tomorrow.”

The Group A match, which was moved forward from
Monday to allow Qatar to play in the opening game,
will be an acid test for the hosts both on and off the
pitch. FIFA and the tournament organisers will be hop-
ing the kick-off can help put several controversies in
the shade.

Qatar has faced criticism over its human rights
record and the environmental fallout from holding the
event. FIFA president Gianni Infantino had called on
World Cup teams to “focus on football” in a letter earli-
er this month and accused critics in Western countries
of “hypocrisy” on Saturday.

‘We’ll bring ‘A’ game’ 
Qatar will be wary of following the dozen years of

work and spending with the embarrassment of becom-
ing only the second host country to crash out in the
first round. To avoid joining South Africa in that exclu-
sive club, Sanchez’s men have been tasked with getting
out of a group also containing European giants the
Netherlands and African champions Senegal.

A win against the less-fancied Ecuador would make
those next two matches appear less daunting. “On
paper, they (Qatar’s three opponents) should get the
three points, but we of course are here to show our
people that we can be a competitive team,” said

Sanchez.
“We’ll bring our ‘A’ game and play our football, and

try to bring joy... “We know that it will be a great chal-
lenge for us but we’re very eager to play this match
and are very happy to be here.” Qatar have improved
on the pitch since winning the World Cup bid, beating
Japan in the 2019 Asian Cup final and finishing third in
the Arab Cup last year.

Results have slipped in recent months, though, with
a 1-1 draw against Jamaica and 3-0 defeat by Croatia’s
Under-23 team particularly disappointing. Ecuador will

be no pushovers after coming through the notoriously
difficult South American qualifying.

“We think we have the same chance as Qatar for
this opening match,” said Ecuador’s Brighton midfielder
Moises Caicedo. “We know how Qatar play, they’re
strong, they’re powerful. I know this will be a very diffi-
cult game tomorrow.”

After the tumultuous build-up, capped by Friday’s
surprise U-turn on the sale of beer in stadiums, Qatar’s
players will be aiming to take the limelight and ease the
scrutiny on off-field issues. — AFP

Qatar faces acid test in World Cup 
opener after 12 years of spending

Qatar has spent $200 billion on hosting football’s biggest event

Messi, Neymar and 
Mbappe-PSG trio 
set for WCup rivalry 
DOHA: There is a thread that connects the three
leading favourites to win the World Cup starting in
Qatar on Sunday. Brazil, Argentina and holders
France have been cited as the main contenders for
good reason, not least because of the identity of
their star players. Lionel Messi captains an
Argentina team on a 36-game unbeaten run,
Neymar leads a formidable Brazil side and France’s
hopes of retaining the trophy will depend to a large
extent on Kylian Mbappe.

The trio of Messi, Neymar and Mbappe have
been united at Paris Saint-Germain by the wealth of
the French club’s Qatari owners. Their relationship
has dominated headlines in France this season, and
their performances have been outstanding.

Qatar created shockwaves in December 2010
when it won the right to host this year’s World Cup.
A little over six months later, Qatar Sports
Investments bought PSG. Fast forward a decade and
they have been transformed from an ailing club into
a major force.

Mbappe and Neymar became the two most
expensive signings in football history when they
moved to PSG in 2017. Messi joined them in Paris
last year following his departure from Barcelona.
They are one of the favourites to win this season’s
Champions League, with Messi, Mbappe and
Neymar having scored 46 goals between them in
PSG’s 22 games so far. The World Cup has been cit-
ed as a reason for their superb form, in particular in
the case of Messi and Neymar.

‘Messi is the best’ 
At 35, Messi knows he is unlikely to get another

chance to win it. “It’s my last World Cup, surely,” he
told ESPN Argentina recently. A brief walk along
Doha’s Corniche or in the nearby Souq Waqif mar-
ketplace is enough to gauge Messi’s popularity in
Doha. Supporters, often from Qatar’s large South
Asian population, sport Argentina shirts with
Messi’s name and number on the back as they sam-
ple the atmosphere on the eve of the tournament.
Some waited outside Argentina’s base into the early
hours of Thursday, hoping for a glimpse of Messi as
Lionel Scaloni’s squad arrived in Doha.

“Messi is the best. We like how Argentina are
playing at the moment and with Messi they are the
best,” one fan, a 36-year-old finance worker called
Shabi originally from the Indian state of Kerala, told
AFP. Like Messi, Neymar is among the players
whose images adorn the giant buildings in down-
town Doha.

Neymar’s past trauma 
At 30, Neymar might have at least one more

World Cup in him after this one, even if he has pre-
viously hinted that this could be his last. Injury
ruined the 2014 World Cup for him before Brazil lost
to Belgium in the quarter-finals in 2018.

Since then injuries have hampered him in Paris.
Until this season, when he has appeared fitter and
sharper than ever. “The World Cup is my greatest
dream,” Neymar told British newspaper The Daily
Telegraph this week. “It has been since I understood
what football was.”—AFP

DOHA, Qatar: A woman takes a selfie with her mobile phone beside a giant replica of the FIFA World Cup trophy in front
of the Stadium 974 in Doha on November 19, 2022, ahead of the Qatar 2022 World Cup football tournament. — AFP

DOHA, Qatar: Children train on a football pitch at the Cedars Sports Academy in Qatar’s capital Doha on November 8,
2022. Many are training to improve their fitness in the resource-rich Gulf, whose wealth and forbidding heat have com-
bined to produce some of the world’s most overweight populations. — AFP

Qatar looks to 
WCup to kick 
obesity problem
DOHA: Seven-year-old Alain trains with two dozen
other children in Doha, the World Cup’s host city,
striving to lose weight in pursuit of his dream: becom-
ing a professional footballer. Dribbling around cones
on a hot and sticky evening, he is taking part in a
broad campaign to encourage health and fitness in the
Gulf, home to alarming levels of obesity.

“I’m here to lose weight and become a footballer...
because this sport makes me happy,” Alain says with a
smile, wiping the sweat from his forehead. The boy is
not the only one who wants to improve his fitness in
the resource-rich Gulf, whose wealth and exercise-
deterring heat have combined to produce some of the
world’s most overweight populations.

The hundreds of super-fit international footballers
now in Qatar for the World Cup, which starts on
Sunday, are an anomaly for the desert peninsula where
70 percent of adults are overweight. It’s a similar story
around the region, with 66 percent of Omanis over-
weight or obese, according to official figures, and a
2020 study putting Kuwait’s childhood obesity at 35-
40 percent.

In the United Arab Emirates, childhood obesity
leapt from 12 percent to 17.4 percent in just two
years to 2020, the health ministry said. Unhealthy
diets and sedentary lifestyles are to blame in a
region which imports most of its food and has some
of the world’s hottest summers, making it hazardous
to exercise outside.

Ali Koteich, director of the Cedars Sport Academy
where Alain trains, said physical activity was vital for
kids in Doha, where options are largely limited to
“going to shopping centres or parks”. “In a place like

Doha, sport is very important for children,” the 39-
year-old told AFP.

‘Sport and health connected’ 
Twenty-four percent of deaths among adults in the

emirate are the result of heart conditions, and seven
percent are due to diabetes, according to the health
ministry. In a report on physical inactivity issued last
month, the World Health Organization said nearly half-
a-billion people will develop associated medical con-
ditions by 2030 and called for governments to “take
urgent action”.

“Obesity is linked to multiple chronic illnesses
including diabetes and stress,” explained Yousef al-
Maslamani, a doctor and health spokesperson for the
2022 World Cup. “That’s why it is so important to
show how sport and health are connected.”

Gulf countries have begun promoting healthy
lifestyles, including a fun run organised by the WHO in
Doha on Saturday. Dubai, the UAE’s commercial capi-
tal an hour’s flight away, is in the midst of a 30x30
campaign, encouraging residents to exercise 30 min-
utes daily for a month.

And at the World Cup, children are being encour-
aged to send videos of dance moves that players can
use as goal celebrations, in a FIFA-backed bid to make
them more active. “We know the negative impact on
children’s health that a lack of exercise can have,” said
FIFA chief Gianni Infantino.

Whether hosting big sports events can improve a
nation’s health is debatable. In 2019, Britain’s National
Institute for Health and Care Research said the
London 2012 Olympics had only “small and transient”
effects on physical activity for nearby residents.

But healthy messaging is at least being heard. Back
at the football academy, nine-year-old Oubay el-
Sayyed is giving his team-mates a pep talk, under the
approving gaze of his mother, Nada. “You shouldn’t
play with your phone all the time, because you have to
do some exercise,” he tells them. “Football will make
your life easier and help you.” — AFP

Neuer pledges to 
wear ‘One Love’ 
armband at WCup
MADINAT AL-SHAMAL, Qatar: Germany captain
Manuel Neuer said he was had “no fear” about possible
repercussions from FIFA for his country’s human rights
stances, while acknowledging the ongoing uncertainty
surrounding the Qatar World Cup.

Speaking at a press conference on Saturday at the
team’s training base in Al-Shamal, in northern Qatar,
Neuer pledged to wear the controversial “One Love”
rainbow armband during matches to promote diversity
and inclusion. “Firstly, I want to say that we all haven’t
experienced something like this-the whole tournament
is an experiment,” Neuer said. “But we have the com-
plete backing of the (German Football Association), we
have no fear.”

The ‘One Love’ armband has become a flashpoint in
the lead-up to the tournament, particularly after former
Qatari footballer and current tournament ambassador
Khalid Salman said he did not want children to see gay
people at the World Cup and called homosexuality
“damage in the mind”. The captains of several European
countries have pledged to wear the armband, including
those of Germany, England, Belgium and Denmark.
Neuer emphasised that the “power the armband has”
was greater if several countries wore it.

“Other European nations are wearing (the armband)
and it is good we are doing it together.” Team official
Oliver Bierhoff said on Saturday it appeared FIFA “does
not have a clear stance” amid mixed messages present-
ed in the lead-up to the tournament.—AFP

Qatar World Cup 
reaps revenue 
bonus for FIFA
DOHA: FIFA will earn up $700 million more from the
Qatar World Cup than it did four years ago despite
relentless criticism in the build-up to the tournament,
president Gianni Infantino said on Saturday. Infantino
said media rights were up about $200 million com-
pared with the 2018 tournament in Russia, sponsorship
was $200 million extra and tickets and hospitality
would bring in $200 to $300 million more.

“All in all this World Cup will generate for FIFA
around $600-$700 million more than the last World
Cup,” he said ahead of the Sunday’s opening match
between Qatar and Ecuador. Infantino said he would
reveal FIFA’s global revenues for the past four years to
national associations on Sunday.

But he insisted the Qatar tournament-which has
faced criticism over rights issues and its climate-had
defied doubters. “I was told that sponsors will jump
from FIFA, people will switch off their TV, they will not
watch the World Cup because of the scandal, nobody
will come to Qatar anyway because it is winter.”

Hailing a “commercial success”, Infantino said: “If
so many people around the world have invested so
much money in the World Cup in Qatar, they invest
because they believe in FIFA” and “trust” Qatar.

“Either those people are stupid, or somebody, those
who say nobody will watch it, that nobody cares about
this World Cup, might be little bit wrong as some of
the polls in some countries were wrong as well.”

Infantino justified a decision announced Friday to
ban the sale of beer around the eight stadiums on the
“flows” of fans in the city. He said the move had been
understood by its beer sponsor Budweiser and its par-
ent company AB InBev.

Budweiser had only a few weeks ago agreed a new
sponsorship deal until 2026. “Partners are partners in
good and bad times, in difficult and easy times,” he
said. Infantino also dismissed the importance of the
late U-turn.—AFP

DOHA, Qatar: FIFA President Gianni Infantino addresses a
press conference at the Qatar National Convention Center
(QNCC) in Doha on November 18, 2022, ahead of the Qatar
2022 World Cup football tournament. — AFP


