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Saudis flock to buy Ronaldo  
shirts after Al Nassr deal

MADRID: A handout picture released by Saudi Arabia’s Al Nassr football club on their Twitter account shows Portugal’s forward Cristiano Ronaldo being presented with the club’s number seven jersey by club president 
Musalli Al-Muammar in Madrid, (right) a young fan holds t-shirt bearing the name Ronaldo and number 7, at the Saudi Al Nassr FC shop in the Saudi capital Riyadh. — AFP photos

RIYADH: Only hours after Cristiano 
Ronaldo penned a two-year contract with 
Saudi Arabia’s Al Nassr, crowds flocked to a 
football kit store in Riyadh to buy the five-
time Ballon d’Or winner’s new club jersey. 
Abdulmohsen al-Ayyban, 41, and his nine-
year old son, Nayef, were among those 
queueing at Al Nassr club’s official kit store 
on Saturday where clerks were busy press-
ing Ronaldo’s name onto t-shirts. 

“We are witnessing a historic moment,” 
al-Ayyban told AFP of the deal which he 
believes “will elevate the Saudi football 
league”. Ronaldo on Friday signed for Al 
Nassr until June 2025 in a deal believed to 
be worth more than 200 million euros. 

A wide smile stretched across Nayef’s 
face as he proudly held his new jersey aloft. 
For the young Saudi, a dream has come 
true. “I have always wanted Al Nassr to 
acquire the best player in the world,” he 
said. “I will make sure to watch all his 
games at the stadium.” 

Ronaldo, 37, is expected to appear 
before fans next Thursday, an official from 
the Al Nassr club told AFP. For Saudi 
Arabia, Ronaldo is the latest high-priced 
sporting jewel acquired to add lustre to 
their international image. 

At home, the deal further fuelled national 
fervour that spiked after the kingdom 
defeated eventual winners Argentina in the 
early stages of the 2022 World Cup, a vic-

tory hailed as one of greatest shocks in the 
tournament’s history. 

An unprecedented rush at the Al Nassr 
kit store started as soon as reports of the 
deal were leaked to the local press on 
Friday night-hours before the official 
announcement. Abdulqader, the store man-
ager said queues snaked all the way outside 
the shop and have only grown since. 

T-shirt stocks have nearly emptied, 
pushing customers to bring in their own to 
have the player’s name printed on them-a 
process which will take up to two days. “I 
have never seen anything like this in my 
life,” Abdulqader told AFP. 

 
Social media explosion  

Inside the store, a festive mood pre-
vailed, as Lebanese, Egyptian and Chinese 
nationals bolstered the massive number of 
Saudis hoping to get their Ronaldo merch. 
“I have been a fan of Ronaldo since I was 
a child and now the Saudi club I support 
has bought him... my joy is doubled,” said 
Saudi university student Mohammad al-
Johni, decked out in the Al Nassr club’s 
official shirt. 

“I will be the first person attending his 
welcoming ceremony,” the 23-year-old 
added. Rakan Mohammad, a 21-year old 
university student, echoed the excitement. 
“The deal confirms the value of the Al 
Nassr club,” he said. “Enthusiasm and 

expectations are high.” 
On social media networks, Al Nassr’s 

channels saw a major boost. Millions of 
new users followed the club’s Instagram 
page, bringing the total tally to nearly 4 
million, up from around 800,000 prior to 
the announcement. 

“The impact of the deal has already 
been felt, even before Ronaldo arrives in 
Saudi Arabia,” Ahmed Al-Zabani, a 19-
year-old Saudi university student told AFP. 
“The impact will continue to grow in the 
days to come”. Many Saudis took to social 
media to praise the move. “The dream has 
become a reality,” read an Instagram post 
by a shop printing Ronaldo t-shirts in the 
colours of the Al Nasser team. The com-
ments quickly flooded in with customers 
requesting shirts in their size. 

“A picture for the history books,” 
wrote one Saudi user on Twitter, caption-
ing an image of Ronaldo holding up his Al 
Nasser jersey. Ronaldo heads to the Gulf 
after a year that saw him relegated to the 
bench for Portugal and cut adrift by 
Manchester United. 

United parted ways with the Portuguese 
star after the veteran forward gave an 
explosive TV interview in which he said he 
felt “betrayed” by the club and had no 
respect for coach Erik ten Hag. United ter-
minated his contract while Ronaldo was 
with Portugal at the World Cup. — AFP

Kuwait lose to Iraq in friendly game 

BAGHDAD: Kuwait soccer team lose to Iraq in friendly game. — KUNA 

BAGHDAD: The national football 
team of Kuwait lost to the Iraqi hosts 
1-0 in a friendly match on Friday in the 
run-up to the 25th Arabian Gulf Cup. 
Ali Fayez scored the sole goal as early 
as in minute 9.  

The game, held at Al-Minaa 
Olympic Stadium, in Basra Gover-
norate, southeast Iraq, gathered large 
number of spectators, notably Iraqi 

Minister of Youth and Sports Ahmad 
Mohammad Al Mubarqa’a, President of 
Kuwait Football Association Abdullah 
Al-Shaheen and President of Iraq 
Football Association Adnan Dirjal. The 
Blue are scheduled to wrap up their 
training camp, go back home and 
return to Iraq on January 4 just two 
days ahead of the start of the Arabian 
Gulf Cup. — KUNA

LONDON: Arsenal head into 2023 with a 
formidable seven-point lead at the top of 
the Premier League after a 4-2 win at 
Brighton, while Manchester City’s title 
defence suffered a major setback as 
Everton snatched a 1-1 draw against the 
champions on Saturday. 

Mikel Arteta’s side powered to a fifth 
successive league victory thanks to goals 
from Bukayo Saka, Martin Odegaard, 
Eddie Nketiah and Gabriel Martinelli on 
New Year’s Eve at the Amex Stadium. The 
Gunners stormed into the lead after just 
two minutes when Martinelli’s deflected 
effort reached England forward Saka, who 
took a deft touch before slotting past 
Brighton keeper Robert Sanchez. 

Arsenal were in complete control and 
Danish midfielder Odegaard netted with a 
thumping 39th minute strike after a corner 
was cleared to the edge of the Brighton 
area. Nketiah scored Arsenal’s third in the 
47th minute, poking home after Sanchez 
failed to hold Martinelli’s effort. 

Kaoru Mitoma’s 65th minute strike for 
Brighton would have shaken Arsenal’s 
nerves in the past, but the current crop are 
made of sterner stuff. Six minutes later 
Martinelli bagged the fourth from 
Odegaard’s sublime long pass, a strike that 
rendered irrelevant Evan Ferguson’s first 
league goal for Brighton in the 77th minute. 

“It’s a big win against a really good 
side,” Arteta said. “We know the other 
results, but we know our success will be 

from what we do. “This is what we want to 
continue, to improve as a team and play 
better, to dominate all the areas like today.” 

Arsenal’s ninth win in their last 10 league 
matches was even sweeter coming just 
hours after second placed City stumbled at 
the Etihad Stadium. Pep Guardiola’s side 
blew the lead given to them by Erling 
Haaland as Demarai Gray scored an eye-
catching equaliser for struggling Everton. 

City have failed to win two of their last 
three league games and head into 2023 in 
danger of surrendering the title they have 
won four times in the last five seasons. 

Haaland put City ahead in the 24th minute 
with his 27th goal in 20 competitive 
appearances since his close-season move 
from Borussia Dortmund. 

Riyad Mahrez provided the assist with a 
dazzling run and pin-point pass to the 
Norway striker, who slotted past Jordan 
Pickford in ruthless fashion. But Everton 
equalised against the run of play in the 
64th minute as Gray robbed City midfielder 
Rodri and curled a blistering strike into the 
top corner, in the process buying under-
fire boss Frank Lampard some much-need-
ed breathing space. — AFP 

Arsenal go seven 
points clear

BRIGHTON: Brighton’s English midfielder Tariq Lamptey (L) vies with Arsenal’s Brazilian 
midfielder Gabriel Martinelli (R) during the English Premier League football match between 
Brighton and Hove Albion and Arsenal at the American Express Community Stadium in 
Brighton. — AFP

YANBU: Three-time winner Carlos 
Sainz took the overall lead in the car 
section of the Dakar Rally on Sunday 
after winning the first stage despite 
suffering a puncture early on. Sainz, 
60, seeking to add this year’s edition 
to his wins in 2010, 2018 and 2020 fin-
ished 23 seconds faster for his 42nd 
career stage win than fellow former 
world rally champion Sebastien Loeb 
of France. 

Saturday’s prologue winner and 
Sainz’s Audi hybrid team-mate Mattias 
Ekstrom was third 47sec adrift. Sainz 
leads Loeb by 10sec with Ekstrom in 
third 33sec off the pace. “Everything 
went smoothly except for a puncture 
near the start of the special, which also 
meant I was extra cautious the rest of 
the stage,” said Sainz. 

“From then on we had no problems 
and the car worked like a charm. We’ll 
see what approach we take tomorrow 
(Monday).” For 48-year-old Loeb-
who is seeking to go one better than 
last year’s runners-up spot-it was a 
largely satisfying day. “It was a nice 
special overall, but there were big 
rocks at the beginning, so we stayed 
vigilant to avoid punctures,” said 
Loeb, who won a record nine world 
rally titles. 

“I took it easy in this part, but then we 
upped the pace gradually. “We lost just 
under a minute due to navigation, but it 
was no big deal, so it was a good special 
for us. “Tomorrow we will be second on 
the road, which is probably not a great 
place to be if you want to attack, but...” 

Defending champion Nasser al-
Attiyah is an already daunting seven 
minutes behind Sainz but at least he is 
still in the race. There will be a new 
winner of the motorbike category as 
2022 champion Sam Sunderland came 
to grief on the 52nd kilometre of the 
368km ride down the west coast of 
Saudi Arabia. 

The 33-year-old Englishman suf-
fered a concussion and a broken 
shoulder when he came off his GasGas 
bike. The motorbike stage was a messy 
one overall with Sunderland’s 
Australian team-mate Daniel Sanders 
being stripped of the victory. 

He along with second-placed Pablo 
Quintanilla of Chile and Spaniard Joan 
Barreda were given time penalties for 
exceeding the speed limit of 160km 
per hour. Sanders and Quintilla were 
docked two minutes (for exceeding it 
by 20-40km per hour) and Barreda 
one (exceeding it by less than 20km 
per hour). Their punishments resulted 
in Honda’s American rider Ricky 
Brabec being awarded the stage win.  

This year’s Dakar stretches 8,549 
km over 15 days of racing, including a 
four-day excursion into the as yet 
unexplored desert dunes of the vast 
Rub’ al-Khali, or Empty Quarter. 
Some 790 riders, drivers and co-dri-
vers set off in an array of motorcy-
cles, cars, quads, trucks and light 
vehicles when the race started on the 
shores of the Red Sea. It finishes in 
the eastern Saudi city of Dammam on 
January 15. — AFP 

Sainz wins Dakar stage, 
Sunderland crashes out


