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The Voice of a Changing Region

Good luck,  
Green Falcons

The whole nation is behind you as
the World Cup kicks off in Russia

Inside: Your souvenir wall chart



THE 
FULL
SQUAD

GOALKEEPERS

ABDULLAH 
OTAYF
Al-Hilal
Caps ............ 16
Goals .............. 1

TAISIR
AL-JASSIM
Al-Ahli
Caps ......... 132
Goals ........... 19

HOUSAIN 
AL-MOGAHWI
Al-Ahli
Caps ............ 18
Goals .............. 1

YAHYA 
AL-SHEHRI
Al-Nassr
Caps ........... 57
Goals .............8

ABDULMALIK 
AL-KHAIBRI
Al-Hilal
Caps ........... 37
Goals .............0

MOHAMED 
KANNO
Al-Hilal
Caps ..............6
Goals .............. 1

ABDULLAH 
AL-KHAIBARI
Al-Shabab
Caps .............. 4
Goals .............0

HATTAN 
BAHEBRI
Al-Shabab
Caps .............. 5
Goals .............0

MOHANNAD 
ASERI
Al-Ahli
Caps ............ 18
Goals ............. 4

MANSOOR 
AL-HARBI
Al-Ahli
Caps ...........40
Goals .............. 1

MOHAMMED 
AL-BURAYK
Al-Hilal
Caps ..............11
Goals .............. 1

ALI AL-
BULAIHI
Al-Hilal
Caps .............. 3
Goals .............0

YASIR AL-
SHAHRANI
Al-Hilal
Caps ........... 37
Goals .............0

OMAR 
HAWSAWI
Al-Nassr
Caps ........... 42
Goals ............. 3

OSAMA 
HAWSAWI
Al-Hilal
Caps ......... 135
Goals ............. 7

MOTAZ 
HAWSAWI
Al-Ahli
Caps .............17
Goals .............0

MOHAMMED 
AL-OWAIS
Al-Ahli
Caps ..............6
Goals .............0

ABDULLA
AL MUAIOUF 
Al-Hilal
Caps ..............11
Goals .............0

YASSER AL-
MOSAILEM
Al-Ahli
Caps ........... 32
Goals .............0
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THE FINAL JULY 15
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THIRD-PLACE PLAY-OFF JULY 14

Luzhniki StadiumLuzhniki Stadium

Opened: 1956, Renovated 2017
Home team: National team
Capacity: 80,000

Rostov Arena Rostov Arena 

Opened: 2018
Home team: FC Rostov
Capacity: 45,000

Volgograd ArenaVolgograd Arena
Saudi Arabia v Egypt - June 25Saudi Arabia v Egypt - June 25

Opened: 2018
Home team: FC Rotor
Capacity: 45,000

Located near Mamayev Kurgan 
war memorial. Facade takes form of 
inverted, truncated cone with open lattice 
structure – its supports and windbreaks are 
reminiscent of Victory Day firework display.

Designed to blend harmoniously 
into landscape, with undulating roof 
imitating meanderings of Don River. 
Stadium features 51-meter translucent 
media facade made of metal and glass.

Built in 1950s as flagship stadium of 
the Soviet Union. Hosted 1980 Olympic 
Games and Champions League final in 2008.

Saudi Arabia will play their group matches in some of the most iconic 
stadiums in Russia, starting with the opening game in Moscow.

Russia v Saudi Arabia - June 14

Uruguay v Saudi Arabia - June 20 

Saudi match venues

Source: Arab News Research; FIFA

Began qualification against Thailand in Riyadh. 
A frustrating game until a soft penalty six minutes 
from time allowed Nawaf Al-Abed to grab the points. 

1-0 down at home to favorites Australia. 
All looked lost until Nasser Al-Shamrani 
got the goal that earned a vital point. 

THE ROAD TO RUSSIA
Top of the group Saudi Arabia 
traveled to Japan in a bid to 
extend their lead but lost 2-1.

Only a victory in the final game 
against Japan would guarantee 
qualification. During a tense clash in 

Jeddah, Fahad Al-Muwallad struck in 
the 63rd minute. Finishing level on 
points with Australia, but a better 

goal difference got Saudi Arabia to 
Russia. It is the Green Falcons’ first 
trip to the finals in 12 years.

Graphic
produced by
Arab News

Match winners

RUSSIA
Rank 66
Captain: 
Igor Akinfeev
Best finish: 
Fourth place, 
1966
Record: W17-D8-L15

• As hosts the pressure will be on 
them to do well, but patchy pre-
tournament form suggests they 
may struggle. 

SAUDIA ARABIA
Rank 67
Captain: Osama Hawsawi
Best finish: Round of 16, 1994
Record: W2-D2-L9

• First appearance at the World Cup 
since 2006. Having been placed in 
one of the easier groups there is hope 
the Green Falcons can spring a surprise 
and fly into the knockout stages. 

URUGUAY
Rank 14
Captain: Diego Godín
Best finish: Winner, 1930, 1950
Record: W20-D12-L19

• With Luis Suarez in their lineup, they will 
always have the potential to go far.

EGYPT
Rank 45

Captain: 
Essam El-Hadary

Best finish: 
Group stage

1934, 1990
Record: 
W0-D2-L2

• Two words
sum up their qualification 
campaign: Mohamed Salah 

(pictured left). The man of the 
moment had a hand in all seven 

goals that took the Pharaohs to 
Russia, scoring five and assisting 
two, as Egypt returned to the 
showpiece for the first time since 
1990. At the time of writing the 
Liverpool star is set to be fit for 

the tournament, but all the 
focus on the 25-year-old 
disguises the fact that 

Hector Cuper sets his side 
up very defensively. They 
will play with two 
defensive midfielders — 

Mohamed Elneny and 
Tarek Hamed — and hope 

to score on the break. 
Qualification for the second 

round is expected.

GROUP A

PORTUGAL
Rank 4
Captain: Cristiano Ronaldo
Best finish: Third place, 1966
Record: W13-D4-L9

• The European champions will fancy 
their chances of getting out of the group 
and from there will be tough opponents. 

SPAIN
Rank 10
Captain: Sergio Ramos
Best finish: Winner 2010
Record: W29-D12-L18

• Squad is so strong they could afford to 
leave out Mata, Fabregas and Alonso. 

IRAN
Rank 37
Captain: Masoud Shojaei
Best finish: Groups 1978, 1998, 
2006, 2014
Record: W1-D3-L8

• Perennial qualifiers have a good side 
but find themselves in a tough group. 

GROUP B
MOROCCO

Rank 41
Captain: 

Medhi Benatia
Best finish: 

Round of 16, 1986
Record: W2-D4-L7
• Back at the World 
Cup after an absence 
of 20 years, the Atlas 
Lions will be out to 
roar in Russia 

knowing they have been 
dumped in one of the toughest 

groups. Under Herve Renard the 
Moroccans have proved to be 

tactically solid and tenacious. 
Having only conceded one goal in 

qualifying, they are not easy to 
break down and will be no 

pushovers — even if it is 
Spain and Portugal they 

are set to face. The form 
of striker Khalid Boutaib 
(pictured) could be crucial 

if Morocco are to spring a 
surprise in Russia. 

FRANCE
Rank 7
Captain: Hugo Lloris
Best finish: Winner, 1998
Record: W28-D12-L19

• A strong squad and impressive form in the 
friendlies suggest Les Bleus are real 
contenders to lift the trophy on July 15.
 

AUSTRALIA
Rank 36
Captain: Mile Jedinak
Best finish: Round of 16, 2006
Record: W2-D3-L8

• Coached by former Saudi boss Bert van 
Marwijk, the Socceroos will likely find it tough 
to get out of the group. 

PERU
Rank 11
Captain: Paolo Guerrero
Best finish: Quarter-final 1970, 1978
Record: W4-D3-L8

• One of the lesser-known South American 
sides, the Peruvians made it to Russia thanks 
to a playoff victory over New Zealand.
 

DENMARK
Rank 12
Captain: Simon Kjaer
Best finish: Quarter-final, 1998
Record: W8-D2-L6

• The Danes got to Russia after a playoff win 
over Ireland, largely down to a masterclass 
from Christian Eriksen. A team to watch.

GROUP C

ARGENTINA
Rank 5
Captain: Lionel Messi
Best finish: Winner, 1978, 1986
Record: W42-D14-L21

• With Lionel Messi and Sergio Aguero they 
have an ace attack. The worry, however, lies 
with their brittle defence. 

ICELAND
Rank 22
Captain: Aron Gunnarsson
Best finish: Debut
Record: W0-D0-L0

• The smallest nation to qualify for the World 
Cup and they will not be overawed in this 
well-balanced group. 

CROATIA
Rank 20
Captain: Luka Modric
Best finish: Third place 1998
Record: W7-D2-L7

• An experienced bunch, but with an average 
age of nearly 30 they will be one of the oldest 
teams in Russia. 

NIGERIA
Rank 48
Captain: John Obi Mikel
Best finish: Round of 16, 1994, 
1998, 2014
Record: W5-D3-L10

• Young counterattacking side with the 
potential to cause a shock this summer. 

GROUP D

BRAZIL
Rank 2
Captain: TBC
Best finish: Winner 1958,
1962, 1970, 1994, 2002
Record: W70-D17-L17

• Always turn up as one of the favorites. This 
particular bunch of Samba stars have the 
skill to back up the hype.
 

SWITZERLAND
Rank 6
Captain: Stephan Lichtsteiner
Best finish: Quarter-final
’34, ’38, ’54
Record: W11-D6-L16

• One of the most consistent European 
sides in recent years. However the Swiss 
rarely do well come tournament time.
 

COSTA RICA
Rank 23
Captain: Bryan Ruiz
Best finish: Quarter-final
2014
Record: W5-D4-L6

• Shocked many four years ago by coming 
out of a group containing Uruguay, Italy and 
England. Will not be overawed in Russia. 
 

SERBIA
Rank 35
Captain: Aleksandar Kolarov
Best finish: Fourth place
’30, ’62
Record: W17-D8-L18

• Scored in every 2018 qualifier and 
averaged two goals per game. Will be happy 
they are in this even group.

GROUP E

GERMANY
Rank 1
Captain: Manuel Neuer
Best finish: Winner 1954, 1974,
1990, 2014
Record: W66-D20-L20

• Defending champions and definitely the 
team to beat in Russia. Look as strong as 
ever and were able to leave out Mario Gotze, 
the hero from four years ago. 

SWEDEN
Rank 24
Captain: Andreas Granqvist
Best finish: Final 1958
Record: W16-D13-L17

• Probably one of the duller teams to be in 
Russia but that will not affect them. Dogged 
defence will be key to their chances. 

SOUTH KOREA
Rank 61
Captain: Ki Sung-yueng
Best finish: Fourth place 2002
Record: W5-D9-L17

• There is a lot of pressure on Tottenham’s 
Son Heung-min to repeat his Premier 
League performances in Russia — much 
rests on him. 

MEXICO
Rank 15
Captain: Andres Guardado
Best finish: Quarter-final 1970, 
1986
Record: W14-D14-L25

• This unpredictable side will need to score 
goals to get out of the group as their defence 
is less than dominant.

GERMANY
Rank 1
Captain: Manuel Neuer
Best finish: Winner 1954, 1974,
1990, 2014
Record: W66-D20-L20

• Defending champions and definitely the 
team to beat in Russia. Look as strong as 
ever and were able to leave out Mario Gotze, 
the hero from four years ago. 

SWEDEN
Rank 24
Captain: Andreas Granqvist
Best finish: Final 1958
Record: W16-D13-L17

• Probably one of the duller teams to be in 
Russia but that will not affect them. Dogged 
defence will be key to their chances. 

SOUTH KOREA
Rank 61
Captain: Ki Sung-yueng
Best finish: Fourth place 2002
Record: W5-D9-L17

• There is a lot of pressure on Tottenham’s 
Son Heung-min to repeat his Premier 
League performances in Russia — much 
rests on him. 

MEXICO
Rank 15
Captain: Andres Guardado
Best finish: Quarter-final 1970, 
1986
Record: W14-D14-L25

• This unpredictable side will need to score 
goals to get out of the group as their defence 
is less than dominant.

GROUP F

BELGIUM
Rank 3
Captain: Eden Hazard
Best finish: Fourth place 1986
Record: W14-D9-L18

• Packed full of star names, much is 
expected of the Belgians. Can they 
embrace the pressure and go far? 

PANAMA
Rank 55
Captain: Roman Torres
Best finish: Debut
Record: W0-D0-L0

• On paper the weakest of the four sides in 
Group G, the main aim may well be to avoid 
getting thrashed. 

ENGLAND
Rank 12
Captain: Harry Kane
Best finish: Winner 1966
Record: W26-D20-L16

• Arriving in Russia without much expecta-
tion and, with the likes of Harry Kane and Dele 
Ali in the side, that might work in their favor. 

TUNISIA
Rank 21

Captain: Aymen 
Mathlouthi

Best finish: Groups 1978, 
1998, 2002, 2006

Record: W1-D4-L7
• It is not beyond 
the realms of 
possibility that the 
the Eagles of 
Carthage could spring 

a surprise and 
knockout either  
Belgium or England. 

Coach Nabil Maaloul will 
set the side up defensively 

— they scored 11 goals in six 
qualifying games, with four of 

them in one match — and look 
to Wahbi Khazri (pictured) to lead 
the attacks. Last month’s 2-2 

draw against European 
champions Portugal will set 

them up nicely and instill 
confidence that they can go 

toe-to-toe with the English and 
Belgians and get a victory against 
Panama.

GROUP G

POLAND
Rank 8
Captain: Robert Lewandowski
Best finish: Third place
1974, 1982
Record: W15-D5-L11

• Scored plenty of goals in qualifying, but 
conceded plenty as well. This is the best 
Polish side since the 1980s. 

SENEGAL
Rank 27
Captain: Cheikhou Kouyate
Best finish: Quarter-final
2002
Record: W2-D2-L1

• Coach Aliou Cisse was panned in qualifying 
for being too conservative. He is likely 
to be sacked if they do not get out of 
the group. 

COLOMBIA
Rank 16
Captain: Radamel Falcao
Best finish: Quarter-final
2014
Record: W7-D2-L9

• The side’s creativity rests entirely with 
James Rodríguez — if he is on form they are 
ones to watch. 

JAPAN
Rank 61
Captain: Makoto Hasebe
Best finish: Round of 16
2002, 2010
Record: W4-D4-L9

• The sacking of Vahid Halilhodzic two 
months ago left many scratching their heads. 
Akira Nishino’s appointment points to a more 
attacking philosophy.

GROUP H

SALMAN AL-FARAJ
DOB: August 1, 1989

Position: Midfielder
Club: Al-Hilal

Caps: 43
Goals: 3

• Al-Faraj has missed much of 
the season through injury but is 
now back and should be fresh 

and sharp in time for the Russian 
showpiece. A smart left-footed 
player who is happy to sit in the 
center-circle and spray passes 
around both long and short. 
He is not likely to venture off 
on dazzling runs, but uses the 
ball in an intelligent fashion. 
However, can struggle a little 
when pressed. 

Did you know: His first goal 
for the Green Falcons was 
against Timor-Leste during 
a 7-0 thrashing in 2015.

FAHAD AL-MUWALLAD
DOB: September 14, 1994
Position: Midfielder
Club: Al-Ittihad
Caps: 45
Goals: 10

• The team’s attacking fulcrum. An 
exciting winger who loves to dribble and take 
players on. He can be inconsistent but when on 
song is dangerous. Like Al-Dawsari, he spent four 
months in the Spanish top flight, turning out for Levante. 
Became the first Saudi to play in La Liga and will be keen 
to prove his worth in Russia. “He is our Messi,” the Saudi 
Arabia great Sami Al-Jaber told Arab News. “Our hopes 
rest with him.”

Did you know: Scored the goal that helped beat Japan 1-0 and 
sent the Green Falcons to Russia. 

SALEM AL-DAWSARI
DOB: August 19, 1991
Position: Winger
Club: Al-Hilal 
Caps: 33
Goals: 4

• One of eight children, the winger played 
the second half of last season for top 

Spanish outfit Villarreal. Came on as a 
substitute to help the Yellow Submarines 
turn a 2-0 deficit into a 2-2 draw against 
Real Madrid. Has great close control and 

the ability to ghost past players. Likely to 
start in Russia and his form will prove 

vital to the chances of the Green 
Falcons flying into the second round. 

Did you know: Reportedly turned 
down the offer of a Bentley car to 
sign for a rival Saudi club.

JUAN ANTONIO PIZZI 

• Pizzi took over as Saudi Arabia coach in November last 
year and is still waiting for his first competitive game in 
charge of the Green Falcons — that comes against Russia in 
the World Cup’s opening match. During his seven-month 
tenure the Argentine has packed in as many friendlies as 
possible to gauge where the side are and what needs to be 
done before the eyes of the world will be on them on June 14. 
Pizzi, a former Chile manager, looks likely to play a compact 
4-2-3-1, with the attacking three midfielders ready to drop 
deep to ensure that there are plenty of bodies in midfield.

MOHAMMAD 
AL-SAHLAWI
DOB: January 10, 1987
Position: Forward
Club: Al-Nassr
Caps: 40
Goals: 28

• It sounds strange that there 
are worries over the lack of a 

reliable goalscorer in the Saudi 
Arabia national team when this 
31 year-old has scored 28 goals 
in 39 games. His first came 

against Spain in 2010 and the last 
against Australia in qualification, 

but five-goal hauls against the likes 
of Timor Leste have swelled the tally. It 

remains to be seen whether a recent 
three-week stint at Manchester United 
bears fruit in Russia.

Did you know: Al-Sahlawi won the best player 
of the league twice in a row in 2014 and 2015. 

The Green
Falcons aim 
to �y high 
in Russia
Saudi Arabia will play at the World Cup �nals 
for the �rst time in 12 years and hopes are high 
they can reach the knockout phase for only 
the second time. 
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