
CASABLANCA: When Morocco’s “ultras” 
crowd into a football stadium, the fan groups’ 
full-throated chants, spectacular pyrotechnics 
and sometimes rowdy and anti-authoritarian 
antics often steal the show. Casablanca’s stadi-
um rings to the chants of passionate support-
ers of the city’s Wydad club as they raise col-
ored placards aloft to form a vast, moving 
mosaic that spells out their motto: “Free souls”. 

The club’s die-hard fan group, known as 
the “Winners”, has a long-earned reputation 
for flamboyance — singing, setting off 
smoke bombs and making their cellphone 
torches dance collectively like fireflies. Some 
10,000 of them regularly pack the north 
curve of Mohammed V stadium in 
Morocco’s economic capital, where they 
have a reputation for drawing more attention 
than the action on the pitch. 

Thousands of supporters are expected to 
put on their carefully choreographed show 
again as the team, fresh from winning the 
African Champions League, competes in the 
Club World Cup which started on 
Wednesday. “I can’t describe my love for 
the Wydad fans, they’re very special,” said 
one fan, Houssam Ait Wahman, 18, before a 
recent Moroccan league match against Fez 
that he watched with his mother and sisters. 
“Fans from all over the world can’t match 
us,” he boasted about the Winners, who 
came first in a global ranking by “Ultras 
World”, a popular Facebook page dedicated 
to the phenomenon. 

 
‘Crowd effect’  

Some ultras in Morocco and beyond have 
earned a reputation for violence, mostly 
brawling with rival fans - but the members 
are quick to defend what they praise as a fra-

ternity united in their love for the game. 
“Supporting Wydad is a passion, a commit-
ment that goes beyond football,” said 
Mohamed, a former Winner in his 30s who 
asked not to give his full name. The Winners 
are part of the international ultras culture, 
which has a strong following across the foot-
ball-obsessed North African country. 

The image of Morocco’s ultras has often 
been associated with violence between rival 
groups. After two fans were killed in early 
2016, authorities banned ultra fans from foot-
ball grounds nationwide for two years. 
Former Winner Mohamed blamed the “crowd 
effect” and explained that sometimes “it takes 
just one person to do something stupid and it 
all kicks off”. Moroccan sociologist 
Abderrahim Bourkia, author of a recent essay 
on the subculture, said some fans “release 
their frustrations” through chanting, while 
others resort to violence. “The solution is to 
invest in the education of the youth,” he said. 

Not to be outdone by the Winners, fans of 
Wydad’s main Casablanca rival, Raja, also 

have a reputation for crowd-pleasing and 
exuberant performances. “Putting on a show 
is the hallmark of the ultras,” said Bourkia. “It’s 
a way for them to express themselves and 
showcase themselves.” Raja’s two ultras 
groups, the “Green Boys” and “Ultras Eagles”, 
are known for their overtly left-wing political 
slogans, both in the stadium and on social 
media. Their song “F bladi delmouni” (They 
Oppressed Me In My Own Country) calls out 
inequality and social injustice in the kingdom. 

The song has spread beyond Morocco’s 
borders and has been sung by pro-democ-
racy protesters in neighboring Algeria and 
even by Palestinians. “The Raja fans have an 
activist culture that gives voice to the voice-
less, to stand up against oppression and 
condemn corruption,” a former Raja ultra 
told AFP. The phenomenon turns stadiums 
into “spaces of free expression”, Bourkia 
said. “Being part of the ultras is a unique 
experience,” said another Raja supporter. 
“Feeling that you’re being heard helps forge 
a personality.”— AFP 
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Al Ahly crush Auckland City 
Morocco’s Wydad, Saudi Arabia’s Al-Hilal face off

TANGIERS: Egyptian giants Al Ahly brushed 
past New Zealand’s Auckland City 3-0 on 
Wednesday in the opening round of the Club 
World Cup in Morocco. Hussein El Shahat 
hammered in a long-range drive in first-half 
stoppage time for Al Ahly, who added to their 
lead with goals from Mohamed Sherif and 
Percy Tau. El Shahat’s strike put him in elite 
company as the fourth player to score at three 
different editions of the Club World Cup - 
joining Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo and 
Gareth Bale. 

Auckland, the Oceania champions appear-
ing at the tournament for a record 10th time, 
had defender Adam Mitchell sent off in the 
closing moments. Al Ahly, runners-up to tour-
nament hosts Wydad Casablanca in last year’s 

CAF Champions League, will play the Seattle 
Sounders on Saturday with the winners 
advancing to meet Real Madrid. 

Hussein El Shahat, Mohamed Sherif and 
Percy Tau all scored as Egyptian side Al Ahly 
cruised to a 3-0 victory at the Club World Cup 
in Morocco on Wednesday to set up a second 
round tie against Seattle Sounders. Ahly, who 
have won the bronze medal in the previous 
two editions, dominated the contest at the Ibn 
Batouta Stadium in Tangier and now look for-
ward to a far more testing outing against 
Major League Soccer opposition at the same 
venue on Saturday. 

The Cairo club had to wait until first half 
injury-time for their opener against the 
Oceania champions, which came when El 

Shahat cut inside from the left wing and 
unleashed a low drive from 30 yards that beat 
goalkeeper Conor Tracey. It was 2-0 on 56 
minutes after Sherif beat the offside trap and 
slipped the ball past Tracey to end the game as 
a contest with Auckland unable to muster 
much in terms of an attacking threat. 

South Africa international Tau added a late 
third with a simple finish following a brilliant 
back-heel assist by Kahraba. The winner of 
the match between Ahly and Sounders will 
face Real Madrid in the semi-finals. Home 
favorites and African champions Wydad 
Casablanca tackle Saudi Arabia’s Al-Hilal in 
their second round tie on Saturday. The victor 
in that fixture will meet Brazilian outfit 
Flamengo in the semi-finals. — Agencies 

TANGIER: Ahly’s Egyptian midfielder Hussein El-Shahat celebrates scoring his team’s first goal during the FIFA Club World Cup first round football match between Egypt’s Al-Ahly and New Zealand’s Auckland City 
on February 1, 2023. — AFP 

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain extended 
their lead at the top of Ligue 1 with a 3-
1 win at Montpellier on Wednesday but 
their evening was overshadowed by an 
injury to Kylian Mbappe, who had ear-
lier missed a penalty. The France super-
star had an eighth-minute spot-kick 
saved by Montpellier’s Benjamin 
Lecomte and then remarkably saw his 
second attempt turned onto the post 
by the goalkeeper after the referee 
ordered a retake. 

Mbappe then limped off with what 
looked like a hamstring injury midway 
through the first half, raising the alarm 
for PSG with the first leg of their 
Champions League last-16 tie against 
Bayern Munich now less than two 
weeks away. Speaking after the game, 
coach Christophe Galtier suggested 
the injury was down to a knock rather 
than a muscle problem. “He took a 
knock to the back of the knee or the 
back of the thigh, so we’ll see,” said 
Galtier. “I’m not too worried,” he 
added. “It’s a bruise or a contusion, we 
don’t know yet. “With the run of 
matches we don’t want to take risks 
with a very busy fixture list, but it 
doesn’t appear that serious.” 

PSG host Bayern in Paris on 
February 14, with the second leg in 
Germany on March 8. They are desper-
ate to avoid a repeat of last season 
when they were knocked out at the 
same stage of the Champions League 
by Real Madrid. After winning just one 

of their last four league games, 
Wednesday’s awkward trip for PSG 
saw them also lose Sergio Ramos to 
injury and have two goals disallowed 
before Fabian Ruiz put them ahead 10 
minutes into the second half. 

 
Messi on target  

Ruiz then set up Lionel Messi to 
make it 2-0 with a deft finish in the 
72nd minute, the Argentine scoring his 
14th club goal of the season. Sixteen-
year-old midfielder Warren Zaire-
Emery made sure of the win in stop-
page time after Arnaud Nordin-a 
friend of Mbappe’s from their time 
together at France’s national training 
academy-had pulled one back. PSG, 
who were without the rested Neymar, 
extended their lead at the top of the 
table from three to five points after 
Lens lost 1-0 at home to Nice. 

“It was a good performance in gen-
eral,” Galtier said. “There was an 
incredible scenario in the first half with 
the retaken penalty, we hit the post, 
had goals disallowed and two injuries 
because Sergio Ramos was involved in 
a collision and on falling he hurt his 
adductor, but apparently it is nothing 
serious.” The win for PSG came after a 
frustrating end to the January transfer 
window on Tuesday as they failed to 
process the paperwork to complete the 
loan signing of Hakim Ziyech from 
Chelsea after the Moroccan winger 
had passed a medical. — AFP 

PSG extend lead; Mbappe 
misses penalty, injured 

MONTPELLIER: Paris Saint-Germain’s French forward Kylian 
Mbappe lies on the ground after getting injured during the French 
L1 football match between Montpellier Herault SC and Paris Saint-
Germain (PSG) on February 1, 2023. —AFP

Morocco’s ‘ultras’  
steal soccer show 

CASABLANCA: Wydad Athletic Club supporters cheer during the Botola Pro 1 league 
football match between Wydad AC and MAS Fez at Stade Mohammed V in 
Casablanca. — AFP


