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Al Nassr give Ronaldo hero’s welcome
RIYADH: Cristiano Ronaldo described himself as a 
“unique player” and insisted his career was not over as 
he received a thunderous welcome at his new club in 
Saudi Arabia on Tuesday. The Portuguese superstar, 37, 
said he had done all he could in Europe and was hungry 
for a new challenge as he was greeted by fireworks and 
deafening roars at Al Nassr’s Mrsool Park stadium. 

The five-time Ballon d’Or winner, with five 
Champions League titles to his name, signed for an esti-
mated 200 million euros to June 2025 not long after his 
acrimonious split with Manchester United. “It’s not the 
end of my career to come to Saudi Arabia. This is why I 
change and, to be honest, I’m really not worried about 
what people say,” Ronaldo said. 

“In Europe my work is done... I had many offers in 
Europe, many in Brazil, Australia, the US, even in 
Portugal,” he added. “Many clubs tried to sign me but I 
gave my word to this club.” The packed, 25,000-capac-
ity stadium erupted when Ronaldo, dressed in Al Nassr’s 
yellow and blue kit, walked on the pitch, saluting the 
crowd as fireworks and floodlights flashed around him. 

His girlfriend Georgina Rodriguez, wearing the tradi-
tional black abaya or all-covering robe worn by 
most Saudi women, followed at a distance along 
with Ronaldo’s children. “I’m a unique player. 
It’s good to come here, I broke all the 
records there (in Europe) and I want to break 
a few records here,” Ronaldo said earlier. “I’m 
coming here to win, to play, to enjoy, to be part 
of the success of the country and culture of the 
country,” he added. 

Ronaldo joins the nine-time Saudi champions 
just weeks after his departure from United follow-
ing a TV interview where he slammed the club and 
coach Erik ten Hag. Al Nassr, the nine-time Saudi 
league champions, represent a significant drop in 
standard for the Portuguese forward who spear-
headed title-laden campaigns with United, Real 
Madrid and Juventus. 

Ronaldo arrives just weeks after the World Cup 
in neighboring Qatar, and as Saudi Arabia consid-
ers a joint Asia-Africa-Europe bid to host football’s 

biggest tournament with Egypt and Greece. Well 
before his arrival, supporters car-
rying yellow “Ronaldo 7” 

flags and blue-and-yellow Al 
Nassr scarves turned up at the 

stadium, some of them looking 
for tickets. 

Adam Seddik, an Al Ittihad fan 
from Jeddah, said he drove 900 km 
to Riyadh to witness the spectacle. 
“His presence will elevate the Saudi 
league value and its viewership,” 
said Seddik. “He is the greatest 
player in the world.” 

Excitement is at fever-pitch over 
the arrival of Ronaldo, the highest-
profile player to come to Saudi 
Arabia, the Gulf or any 

country in the Asian confederation. Fans 
queued down the street to buy Ronaldo’s 

Al Nassr shirt with his trademark num-
ber seven, and Al Nassr’s Instagram 
page gained millions of new followers 
after his signing was made public. 

Ronaldo’s signing comes against 
the backdrop of a Saudi push into 
sports including golf, boxing, tennis 
and F1 as well as football, following the 

takeover of English Premier League 
club Newcastle United last year. Saudi 

Arabia will host upcoming editions of 
the Asian Games and Asian Winter 
Games, as well as football’s men’s and 

women’s Asian Cups. — AFP  

‘Unique’ superstar says he wants to break records in Saudi stint

HAIL, Saudi Arabia: France’s driver Matieur Serradori and co-driver Loic Minaudier compete during the 
Stage 3 of the Dakar 2023 rally between Al-Ula and Hail on Jan 3, 2023. — AFP  

HAIL, Saudi Arabia: French driver Guerlain 
Chicherit bounced back from five punctures on 
Monday to win Tuesday’s third stage of the Dakar 
Rally which was shortened from 447km to 378km 
due to torrential rain. The 44-year-old Prodrive 
driver timed 10 hours 56 minutes with South African 
Henk Lattegan finishing second, 3min 26sec off the 
pace. Argentinian Orlando Terranova posted the 
third fastest time, 5min 4sec adrift. 

“It is wonderful,” said Chicherit. “Of course we 
are disappointed with what happened yesterday but 
we have proved what we can achieve if we stay 
focused.” Chicherit’s delight was in stark contrast to 
that of overnight leader and three-time champion 
Carlos Sainz, who came to a juddering halt 213km 
with a left wheel problem. 

The stoppage cost the 60-year-old Spaniard 
nearly an hour - the most immediate beneficiary 
was Qatar’s defending champion Nasser Al-Attiyah. 
The 52-year-old tops the overall standings ahead of 
Saudi driver Yazeed Al-Rajhi, who is second 13min 
20sec off the pace, with Dakar legend Frenchman 
Stephane Peterhansel in third, 20min 45sec adrift. 

Peterhansel’s compatriot nine-time Rally World 
Champion Sebastien Loeb had a second successive 
bad day, last year’s runner-up losing another 35 

minutes. The drivers were brought to an early halt 
shortly after the motorcyclists were as the rain 
bucketed down. The motorcycling standings also 
features a new name as Australian rider Daniel 
Sanders has moved into the lead. Sanders’ win was 
ample consolation for the 28-year-old as his time 
penalty on Sunday for speeding had seen the 
GasGas rider stripped of the stage victory. 
Sanders’s ploy of deliberately not topping the stage 
on Monday so he could avoid being first out on to 
the course on Tuesday paid off handsomely. 

He timed 5min 23sec faster than Argentinian rival 
Kevin Benavides with American Skyler Howes third, 
for a second successive stage, 6min 19sec adrift of 
the winner. “I thought, ok, if I go for the win, I’ll try 
and push the whole day and win by a lot, and now 
I’ll focus on tomorrow,” said Sanders, who was win-
ning his fourth career Dakar stage. “Of course, the 
Aussies have the strongest spirit. We’ve got some 
good natural desert skills.” 

Sanders’s chances of overall victory were also 
boosted as one of the main contenders Ricky 
Brabec, the 2020 champion, was taken to hospital 
after crashing in the stage. The 31-year-old 
American came to grief on his Honda on the 274th 
kilometer of the stage and was taken to hospital by 
helicopter for further investigation after complain-
ing of pain in his cervical vertebrae. 

Brabec, who also finished second in 2021, had 
been awarded Sunday’s first stage after Sanders 
and others had been penalized for speeding. He is 
the second of the main motorcycling contenders 
to bow out early in this year’s edition: Britain’s 
2022 champion Sam Sunderland crashed out on 
Sunday. — AFP 

Sweet success 
for Chicherit 
in Dakar Rally

ADELAIDE: Novak Djokovic swept to victory in 
his first singles match on Australian soil since being 
deported a year ago, crushing Constant Lestienne 
at the Adelaide International Tuesday to kick-start 
his bid for another Grand Slam title. The Serbian 
superstar was given a warm welcome when he 
played a losing doubles clash on Monday and 
received similar treatment on a packed centre court. 

He beat the Frenchman comfortably 6-3, 6-2 in 
74 minutes, breaking once in the first set and twice 
in the second. “For the first match I can’t complain, I 
played very well,” Djokovic said. “Thank you all for 
coming out today. Thank you for giving me the wel-
come that I could only wish for. “Even the circum-
stances last year, it wasn’t easy for anybody. But I’m 
just happy to be here focusing on tennis, and enjoy-
ing my time with you guys.” 

It was his first singles clash in the country after 
being kicked out before the 2022 Australian Open 
for not being vaccinated for COVID-19. Djokovic 
was subsequently barred from re-entering for three 
years. The ban was lifted in November, allowing him 
a chance to win an unprecedented 10th Australian 
Open crown at Melbourne Park later this month. 

Daniil Medvedev, who lost to Djokovic in the 
2021 Australian Open final, also tasted victory, sav-
ing an incredible nine set points on his way to a 7-6 
(8/6), 2-1 win over Italian Lorenzo Sonego who 
retired hurt. Jannik Sinner, Denis Shapovalov and 
Victoria Azarenka were among other winners. 
Fourth seed Andrey Rublev was cruising, up a set 
and 3-1 against Roberto Bautista Agut when the 
Spaniard began to turn the tables, emerging with a 
4-6, 6-3, 6-4 victory. 

Rublev’s game fell apart as his opponent earned 
his 19th career win over a Top 10 player. “I’m really 
happy with how I played,” the winner said. “Andrey 
is a very tough opponent, it’s tough to beat him on 
this kind of court. “I played aggressive and didn’t 
give up. and was able to turn it around.” There was 
disappointment for Andy Murray 17 years after his 
only previous Adelaide appearance. The three-time 
Grand Slam winner failed to fire in a 7-6 (7/3), 6-3 
defeat by American Sebastian, who earned a second 
victory over the veteran. 

Top seed Djokovic served to love to open his 
account and it went with serve until he pounced in 
game six, working two break points with Lestienne 
netting a forehand to go 4-2 behind. He calmly 
closed out the set in 38 minutes and took full con-
trol in the second, quickly breaking twice to move 
3-0 clear before cruising home. Djokovic will play 
another Frenchman Quentin Halys next for a place in 
the quarterfinals of a tournament he won in 2007. 

Before his haul of 21 major trophies, the then 19-
year-old Serb beat Chris Guccione in the final 
ahead of his breakthrough triumph over Jo-Wilfried 
Tsonga at the Australian Open a year later. 

 
‘What a match’ 

Former world number one Medvedev, seeded 
two, also progressed but was given a tough workout 
by Sonego, a champion in Metz last year. They 
played a cracking 80-minute first set in their maiden 
meeting. Sonego fended off three break points, but 
the tables were turned in game nine with the 
Russian forced to save six set points after a series 
of uncharacteristic unforced errors. He saved anoth-
er three set points in the next game before prevail-
ing in the tiebreak. 

They exchanged breaks in the second set before 
Sonego retired after treatment on his right arm. “I 
didn’t know it was nine set points, that’s crazy and 
probably the first time in my life I’ve saved nine set 
points,” said Medvedev, who suffered a demoraliz-
ing five-set loss from two sets up against Rafael 
Nadal in the Australian Open final last year when 
Djokovic was absent. “What a match to start the 
year and definitely unfortunate for everybody that it 
finished early even though we played for 1hr 
40mins. I’m happy to be through and to win the first 
set.” He will next meet Serbian Miomir Kecmanovic. 

Sixth seeded Italian Sinner beat Britain’s Kyle 
Edmund in straight sets while Canadian seventh 
seed Shapovalov ground out a three set win over 
Australian qualifier Rinky Hijikata. In an upset on 
the women’s side, Estonian former world number 
two Anett Kontaveit was stunned by Chinese quali-
fier Zheng Qinwen 6-1, 4-6, 7-6 (9/7). But former 
two-time Australian Open champion Azarenka sur-
vived a tough battle with Ukraine’s Anhelina 
Kalinina 7-6 (11/9), 7-6 (7/5). — AFP 

Djokovic romps in 
first singles clash 
since deportation

ADELAIDE: Serbian tennis player Novak Djokovic cel-
ebrates after winning against France’s Constant 
Lestienne at the ATP Adelaide International tourna-
ment on Jan 3, 2023.  —AFP 

RIYADH: Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo, accompanied by his partner Georgina Rodriguez and son Cristiano Ronaldo Jr, greets the crowd at the Mrsool Park Stadium upon his presentation as an 
Al Nassr player. —AFP photos 


