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FIFA World Cup Set For chkoff After
High Ticket Prices, Vlsa Issues Dog Buildup

Mexico City: The World
Cup kicks off Thursday with
co-hosts Mexico taking on
South Africa in the Esta-
dio Azteca in Mexico City,
launching a sprawling tour-
nament of 48 teams that will
last nearly six weeks.

The extravaganza host-
ed by the United States,
Mexico and Canada is the
biggest World Cup in histo-
ry, stretching until the final in
New Jersey on July 19.

It is projected to generate
arecord-breaking $13 billion
in total revenue.

But football's world gov-
erning body FIFA has faced
stinging criticism over the
eye-watering costs of tick-
ets while Donald Trump's
immigration crackdown has
seen a top referee, Iranian
team officials and fans re-
fused entry to the United
States.

Speaking in  Mexico
City on Wednesday, FIFA
President Gianni Infantino
launched a spirited defense
of the organization of the

tournament and brushed off
criticism over visa issues.

Infantino insisted that
tickets -- which in some
cases have topped $30,000
-- had been priced appro-
priately, citing a small num-
ber of $60 tickets that were
made available in response
to criticism.

"Let me just say that
our entry price, which is 60
dollars, is the lowest entry
price of any of the American
sports in the play-off phas-
es," Infantino said.

"Our average price which
is below 500 dollars is again
the lowest of the American
sports on average."

‘We don't
everything'

Infantino also played
down the controversy sur-
rounding Somali World Cup
referee Omar Artan, who
was refused entry after ar-
riving in Miami.

FIFA has since con-
firmed Artan, who the US
State Department said had
"associated with suspected

control

members of terrorist organ-
izations," will play no part in
the tournament.

"It is unfortunate what
happened to the referee

from Somalia,” Infantino

said.
"We don't control
everything... = Sometimes

it's good to chill, relax, we
work on everything, we try
to solve everything."

The FIFA leader also
portrayed Iran's participa-
tion at the World Cup in the
midst of its military conflict
with the US as a victory for
his organization.

"People were saying Iran

couldn't come to the World
Cup," Infantino said.

"There are challeng-
es, it's not easy, but | don't
know who else would have
been able to ensure in these
circumstances -- which we
could not influence -- Iran
could come and play ."

Infantino's close relation-
ship with Trump has come
under scrutiny but the FIFA
chief lavished praise on the
US president.

"Without his engage-
ment and involvement, |
think it would have been,
simple as that, impossible
to organize a World Cup in

the United States," Infantino
said of Trump.

Trump confirmed on
Wednesday he plans to
attend some World Cup
matches, without providing
details.

"I spoke to Gianni this
morning... he said there's
never been anything close"
tothe success of the coming
tournament, Trump said.

Wall of noise

South Africa coach Hugo
Broos warned his players
to block out a wall of sound
during the opening match in
the Estadio Azteca, a leg-
endary venue that hosted
the 1970 and 1986 World Cup
finals.

"They will have 85,000
Mexicans shouting and
singing. But we have to fo-
cus on our game. And if we

can do that... then we can
have a good game," the
Belgian said.

Mexico have not won
any of their seven appear-
ances in an opening game.
"We have to break the sta-

tistic," coach Javier Aguirre
said.

"It will be another source
of motivation."

South Korea and the
Czech Republic play the
second game on the open-
ing day, in Guadalajara.

Spain, France and Eng-
land are the favourites,
while reigning champions
Argentina will look to their
38-year-old talisman Li-
onel Messi to drive them to
the final .

Englandwrappeduptheir
preparations on Wednes-
day with an impressive 3-0
win over afeisty Costa Rica
in a match delayed by an
hour because of thunder-
stormsin Orlando.

Coach Thomas Tuchel
liked his side's intensity as
Declan Rice, Anthony Gor-
don and Ollie Watkins got
on the scoresheet.

"Until now, it was more a
feeling of a pre-season, like
an overseas pre-season,"”
the England boss said."l
think we set the tone today ."

Dr. Priya Selvaraj, Granddaughter Of Late Actor
Gemini Ganesan, Climbs Mount Everest At 52

Chennai : Life starts
going downhill for most
women her age. But
not for Dr Priya Selva-
raj, granddaughter of
the late actor Gemini
Ganesan. She chose
an uphill task: To scale
Mount Everest (8,849m)
at 52. And she achieved
that on May 27, 2026.
"Everest was the
destination, but the real
test of integrity lay inthe
journey,” says Dr Sel-
varaj, a senior fertility
specialist and the direc-
tor of a famous hospital
in Chennai. "Although
reaching Mount Ever-
est is a difficult goal, |

undertook this journey
with determination and
spiritual commitment.
This journey was full of

challenges. This was &

possible due to inten-
sive training and the
support of my family .”

Balancing a de-
manding
practice,
responsibilities, fam-
ily commitments and
an intensive training
schedule was the first
challenge she accept-
ed.

"As a healthcare
professional, training
doesn't happen in ideal
conditions. It's built be-

medical ¢
leadership

tween responsibilities,
long days and mental
fatigue. There's no per-
fect terrain to prepare
for this either. | relied
onmy coach. I relied on
my mind and body . And

above all, | relied on
trust — in the process,"
she says.

2% . of odds.

Practising At Home
& Hospital

Dr Selvaraj claims
she got the idea of
climbing mountainsonly
in the year 2021. After
that, she trained for four
years. “My training was
limited to my home and
hospital. | did not train

by climbing mountains .
| trained by climbing
stairs and overpasses
at home and hospital.
This helped me in train-
ing to climb such a big
mountain in 45 days,”

she says.
The ascent was full
“l climbed the

mountain for 12 to 13
hoursevery day .Dueto
this, | have set a record
by climbing the moun-
tain in eight days. A to-
tal of 12 of us, six women
and six men, started the
journey and faced var-
ious challenges, includ-
ing a lack of oxygen,”
she says.

Dr Selvaraj under-
took the expedition with
Elite Exped, founded by
renowned mountain-
eer Nirmal Purja, and
was guided by expe-
rienced  high-altitude
guide Anup Gurung.
Her preparation was
led by fitness coach Dr
Sugapradeep, a dentist,
national athlete, com-
bat fitness coach and
strength and condition-
ing specialist.

Having  previously
trained her for expedi-
tions, including Kiliman-
jaro (5,895m), Everest
Base Camp and Lobu-
che East (6,119m), and

Manaslu (8,163m), he
designed a structured
programme for Mount
Everest that focused
on endurance, strength,
altitude adaptation, re-
covery and mental re-

silience required for
high-altitude ~ moun-
taineering.

Climbing Mount Ev-
erest was a test of en-
durance and physical
fitness. “l noticed a
change in my health on
my way back to Kath-
mandu, the capital of
Nepal. After coming
from there to Chennai, |
felt body pain and heat,”
she says.
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