Ine seems (o
ifornianoutin

' _pla:ying tennis,

yasketball,"”

I & news confer-

py. “They've been
the htel.”

justthree days to

next Group A

oland but

“his players

after a rousing

@ Rica in the

g match on

le mental relax-
ch said. "They gave
pening match,
e very happy
reepoints.”
“has continued to
1 his home in
aking over as
004,
“move back to

; Fﬂduy should
fthe pressure,
thwas certainly in
Sunday as he
({0 the remaining

ﬂ'nneapecrforus is
t!:mnn said. "Of

SPORT

PHOTO: AFP

Brazilian Ronaldinho (R) having a chat with coach Carlos Alberto Parreira duﬂng Sunday’s training session in
Konlgsteinahead of their World Cup opener against Croatiatoday.

e, Brazi) tli&lhe field in Betlin
lies ﬁ;’il theinfirst game of the
2006Weild Cup, thiS continent-sized
countey of 185 million people will
grindtaahalt.

Nationwide, banks have recejved
govemmait apm'uml to close early
on ‘Courts and schools

will lh}ﬂ.dam after a half day, And
the Sao Paulo stock market will ring
the closing bell two hours early so
investors canwateh Brazil's so-called
magical quartet -- Ronaldmim.

ife comes to a halt

cancelled afternoon sessions an days
when Brazil is scheduled to play
Government agencies, with the
exception of the police and public
hospitals, will close their doors two
hours before kick-offtinyes-

Even in Sao Paulo, a bustling
metrapalis with a workaholic streak,
city officials. expect: the normally
traffic-clogged streets to be virtually
deserted when Bruzil tnkes the field.

Rather than run the risk ofhaving
hordes of employees call in sick,
many private companies are allow-
ing staff (o head home early. Others,
like chemicals company DuPont,
have also installed big-screen televi-
sions for those employees that stick
around,

"Soccer is an integral part of the
culture in Brazil and people would be
thinking about it anyway," sald Jose
Perdomo, & vice-president at DuPont
inSao Paulo. “Thisis aboutbalancing

the employees' needs and our busi-
nessneeds.”

Brazil has plenty of reasons to be
excited aboutits national team. thas
won the World Cup a record five
times, mostrecentlyin 2002 in Japan.
Itds the only country to have partici-
pated inall 17 World Cups, and ithas
played in the pastthiee finals, wins
ningtwo ol thernm.

It is also the country that pro-
duced Pele, arguably the greatest (o
ever play the "beautiful game,”
although that is an honor that
archrival Argentina tends 1o bestow
onitsown Diego Maradona.

Soccer i so ingrained in the
national psyche that Brazilians of all
ages still speak of the country’s
shockingloss to Uruguay in the 1950
World Cup final in Rio de Janeiro's
famed Maracana stadium as a
national tragedy.

All across this soccer-crazed

nation, cars, streets, apartment and
office buildings are festooned with
Brazilian flags ancd green-and-yellow
banners that proclaimin Portuguese,
"On Our Way to the Sixth." Vendors
swagm cars atintersections, hawking
flags, Brazil soccer jerseys and other
World Cup paraphernalia,

For some, especially bar and,

restaurant workers, the World Cup
means big business and twice the
wurk.

Har Astor, a popular pub in Sao
Paulo’s bohemian Vila Madalena

sdlistriet, installed six flat-screen

plasma TVs just for the Cup. Every
seatinthe bar-—-almost 250 of them --
has already been reserved for all of
Brazil'sgames.

“For us, the Cup is work, and lats
of it," said Genival Silva, the bar's
manager. "After all, people need
something to drink while they watch
thegnmes.”

: makluuemth Ic.gendnry
Lwerpont manager Bill Shankly's
famous remark that football's not
aboutlifeand death, it'smore impor-
rantthan that,

The man who has masterminded
a resurgence in the country's
foatballing fortunes was asked how
he felt about Angola's next World
Cup run out against Mexico being a
matter of life and death given their
opening loss here Sunday to
Portugal.

The Professor as he's affection-
ately known back in the south west
African nation replied: "I don't look
at things in:those terms, This isn't
aboutthat, it'sabout a football game,
butagoodone,”

An understandable sentiment
coming from someone whose
country is just emerging from a
near three decade long civil war
that left about one million dead
and crippled its infrastructure and
€conomy.

Goncalves said he was proud of
Angola's first foray into the World
Cup after seeing his team recover
froma nervy start to push Portugal all
thewaytotheline,

Portugal took the spoils 1:0
thanks to Paulera's fourth minute
goal but Angale had chances too,
notably from their top scorer Akwa

and keeper Joao Ricarod produced

some finesaves.

"We are the most humble team
but my players played with extreme
pride.

"Our objective is to complicate
matters for the major powers in
world football.

"Westudied Portugal, wempeda]l
their games. All teams have weak
points and Portugal showed some of
theirs.

"Our aim was to control their big
players and we were able to do that,
apartfromthegoal.” :

Angola, who owe their presence
in Germany to finishing ahead of
Nigeria in qualifying, came into the
finals with a series of friendly
defeats against Argenting, Turkey
and the United States, but
Ganealves insisted his men were

progressing.

"We showed improvement after
each warm-up, and against Portugal
weimproved furiher.

[, recognise the Mexicans are
strong but we'll be trying to counter
balance atough acdversary."

Gancalves was magnanimaus in
defear.

“Portugul started well, sometimes
the way another team starts forces
theotherside tomake mistakes.

“We paid a heavy penalty with the
goal butwe came back and pressur-
isedthemalotin thesecond half,

"We weren't able to score in the
end and so [ congramlate Portugal,
theywon deservedly."

Angola, who foot the group, take
on Mexico in Hanover on Fridaywith
theirfinal group game against Iranin
Leipzigon une2l.

PHOTO: AFP

Angolan supporters cheer the national team during their 2006 World Cup matchagainst Portugal in Cologne on Sunday..

Olic boosts
Croatia

AFP, undated

Croatia received a welcome boost
ahead of Tuesday's World Cup
Group F opener against five-time
champions Brazil on Saturday
when it was revealed striker Ivica
Olicwouldbefitto play.

The 26-year-old CSKA Moscow
forward had been suffering from a
right thigh injury but returned (o
full training on Saturday.

"I think he is now at 80 per cent
and he will be available for the
Brazil match,” said coach Zlatko
Kranjear.,

"Olic participated in the whole
training session today (Saturday)
and the shooting session at the
end. It seems to be going well, even
ifhe didn't put too much pressure
onhisrightleg.”

Olic, who had a serious knee
injury last August, is vital to
Kranjcar's plans, as he prefers (o
pair him up front with the veteran
Dado Prso, in preference to Ivan
Klasnie.

After the Brazil clash Croatia
meet Japan in Nuremberg on 18
June and finally Australia in
Stuttgarton 22 June,

Group of Death
is alive

REUTERS, Leipzig p

Whenever there is a World Cup,
there is talk of a difficult group
thatstands out from the rest and
isalmostimpossible to predict.

This time thatbilling has gone
to Group C featuring Argentina,
Netherlands, Ivory Coast and
Serbia & Montenegro.

Argentina's 2-1 win over lvory
Coast on Saturday suggested the
pre-tournament claims were
justified and a 1-0 victory by the
Dutch over the Serbs on Sunday
added furtherreinforcement.

Bothgameshad plentyoftop-
class football on display and
while the conventional wisdom
is that Argentina and the Dutch
have the edge, the first two fix-
tures showed every team in the
group will have to fight for every
point.

The Dutch sparkled on
Sunday with a rnasterclass in
quick-passing, skilful football
and the outstanding individual

display of the tournament so far'|

fromArjen Robben.

But the fact remains they won
by a single goal, scored; by
Robbeninthe 18th mit.ute, -

The Dutch could not relax
until the final whistle, despite
having most of the possession
andscoringchances.

Serbia looked dangerous on
the break and could have pun-
ished the Dutch if their finishing
and final balls into the penalty
boxhadbeenalitile better.

The match essentially hinged
on Robben's rampant perfor-
mance and Serbia's failure to
contain the Chelsea wingeruntil
itwastoolate.

As part of a defensive rejig
caused by centre back Nemanja
Vidic's suspension, Serb coach
llija Petkovic had been expected
to play experienced midfielder
Igor Duljaj in the full back's role
against Robben.

[nstead, Petkovic kept Duljaj
in midfield and brought in
Nenad Djordjevic.

Serbia looked much more
threatening after that, further
reinforcing the idea Group Cis
indeed the most competitive of
the eight first-round sections in
Germany,

Messi not for
Madrid!

INTERNET, undated

Leo Messi's father has dismissed
rumours that his son could sign'for
Real Madrid in the summer and
insisted that he will stay with FC
Barcelona.

Reports surfaced that Madrid
presidential candidate Juan Miguel
Villar Mir was considering match-
ing the Argentinian star's 150
million buy-out clause.

Despite Villar Mir's denial that
he wanted to break the bank for
Messi, the move sounded omi-
nously like the one that Luis Figo
madein 2000 after Florentino Pérez
made a similar promise in the run
up to theelections.

Jorge Messi, Leo's father and
agent, though has moved to quash
thestaries.

“Leo is not going to leave Barga,
theideais offensive,” hesald. "With
everything that the club has done
for us it would be impus&ible todo
somethinglike this to them."

After moving up to the firstream
last summer, Leo Messi was given a
new contract and has since signed
a second improved deal with a
higherbuy-outclause.

The family also feeling a debt
towards the club as Barga paid for
Messi's growthhormone treatment
whenhe first joined theclub.

AFP, Leipzig

Arjen Robben was hailed in the
same categor® as Brazilian star
Ronaldinho atior dismantling the
armour-plated lefence of Serbia
and Montenegro in the Netherlands'
vital 1-0World Cup win.

ButRobbeninsisted that the most
important thing for him was not
being rated the best individual at the
tournamentbuthelpingthe Butch o
win football's showpiece tourna-
mentforthe first time.

Robben, who consistently puts
in better performances for his
‘nation than his elub Chelsea, added
that he had not been given a carte
blanche by Dutch coach Marco van
Basten, though the Serb defence -~
which only conceded one goal in
qualifying -- might wish o argue
thatpoint.

- "It doesn’t make a difference o
me whether I'm playing for Chelsea
or the national ream,” the 22-vear-
old said,

(~  "The player I am [ need some
| freedom in mygameand ['vegotthat
fromeverymanager.”

The Dutch team monopolised
possession in Sunday's clash and
Robben terrorised his opposite
number Nenael Djordjevic to suchan
extent that Serb coach llija Petkovie
replaced him after 43 minutes with
the far more effective Ognjen
Koroman.

Robben broke the deadlock
when he collected a perfectly
weighted pass from Robin van
Persie and steered the ball pastSerb
keeper Dragoslav Jevric in the 18th
minute,

Petkovic said Robben was at the
topofhisgame,

"During the first half, the defend-
ers did not disappoint, but some-
times there are players you cannot
stop from raking directions,"
Petkovicsaid.

"Robben is in that category, play-

todribble and how toshoot.

ers like Ronaldinho, who know how-

“Robben is a very good player, an
extraordinary one and it is very
difficultto stopsuch aplayer.”

Van Basten said he hoped his
young winger could eproduce his
form.

“I'm happy for Arjen. He's one of
our tap players. Today he was very
impartant for us and Lhope that he' il
continue to be in the rest of the tour-
nament.”

However, there were signs that
not all Robben's teammates were
happy with his dominating perfor-
mance.

Dutch winger Arjen Robben in action during their '
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REUTERS, Rome

Italian media and fans, disillu-
sioned by a domestic soccer scan-
dal, were divided on Monday over
whether to support the national
team in their opening World Cup
mateh withGhana.

Allegations of march-fixing in
Serie A have left many [talian fans
sceptical about the sportand uncer-
tain whether or not to support the
Azzurri.

Daily newspaper La Repubblica
identified three types of fan: those
who had remained loyal 10 the
Italian team; those who had decided
1o support their opponents; and
those who had simply turned their
backonthe whole thing.

Leading the anti ltaly brigade
was La Padania, the paper of the
right-wing Northern | sague party.

"Thope they go out quickly, They
are arrogant, shameful and above all
withour balls - at least the kind of
balls you need to win," it said in a
frontpage opinion piece,

“The natlonal team [s the mirror
ofasicksportingenvironment. Itisa
cdrag for players, coaches and staff,
And many fans prefer the colours of
their local team to those of the
!zztlm."

Communist-founded newspa-
per Il Manifesto for once found

@m»eaeemﬁm ?
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Itallans in doubt

commaen ground with La Padania.
Its message to its readers was
simple, 'Snppm} the ﬁ[m.{.m

Even Italy's specialist aports
press was more than usually
reserved initssupport.

"Having thrown away two
{World Cups) in arow in France and
then in japan, we should treasure
thisone in Germany,” ran the edito-

rial on the front page of Corriere:

delloSport.

"There are many reasons why,
more than usual, we need a good
tournament to showease Italian
football.

"First there is the collective need
to wash our hands after this shame-
ful scandal. Then there is the desire
to rediscover the joy of football and
to celebrate it, far from the back-
stabbingand disappointments.”

Gazzetta dello Sportalso recalled
the match-fixing scandal as well as
inglorious episodes in Italy's recent
history, such as Francesco Totti's
ban for spitting at Denmark's
Christian Poulsen at Euro 2004.

The paper called on Italy's play-
ersto beexamples offair playtohelp
rebuild the natonal team's tar-
nishedimage,

"It will not be enough to say that
we are going out simply to play
football while pretending to have
forgetten what has happened in the
pastfewweeks," itsaid.

"The television cameras of the
world will be peinted on each
tiackle, on every gesture,

Happy time
in Germany

AFP, Berlin
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world, US players at the Warld Cup
have received a warm reception from
their German hosts and supporters of
rival nadons.

“I've never had an ingident or
problem. People are verv respectful of
the United Srates,” US captain
Claudio Reynasaid.

“They're Interested in the nation
and the sport. We're soccer players
and that's it. We're not here 1o make
politicaldecisions.”

US coach Bruce Atena made ft
clear that Americans proudly repre-
sent their homeland and people
without regard © US government
politicaldecisions,

"We believe in our country” Arena
saidl, "It's not politics and patriotsm.
It'ssport.”

US coach Bruce Aréna Wiis in the
stands in Florence, ltaly, in 1990 when
the US team ended a 40-year World
Cup drought. The Czechs beat the
Americans 5-1 in their only meeting
until Monday’s GroupEapengr here.

"In a sense it was embarmassing
how far behind we were,” Arena said.
"We were dominated that dag \We
didn’t belong on the field that day.
Hopefully, 16 yearslater we canhave s
bettershowing.”

US goalkeeper Kasey Keller, a

erve on the 1990 squad now set o

rt, recalled just how far off the
svouting was for a US collection of
amateursand neophytes backthen.
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