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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

RUSSIA
As I’m sure you all know by now, Russia will be hosting the 2018 World Cup.
Unfortunately, that remains one of the few positives for the home team as they
enter the tournament as one of the lowest ranked teams by FIFA (65th). On a more
controversial note,  All 23 members of Russia’s 2014 World Cup squad are under
investigation for doping, and have been since December 2016. FIFA, amid criticism,
claimed it is in pursuit of evidence. But of course, there was never any chance one
of the most corrupt governing bodies in sport would punish Russia before it hosted
that governing body’s banner event. 

In Group A, they will be looking towards the experienced leadership and shot-
stopping ability of Igor Akinfeev. With more than 100 caps, the Moscow hero will be
a calming presence at the back. The Russians will also be leaning on Fyodor
Smolov, hoping the FC Krasnodar forward will be able to continue his fine form
from his club campaign. Overall, emerging from their group would be a triumph for
the hosts, and would spare Russia the embarrassment of becoming just the second
host nation not to advance to the knockout stage.

TEAM CAPTAIN IGOR AKINFEEV

CAPTAIN: Igor Akinfeev (G) (CSKA Moscow) 

With more than 500 appearances for CSKA Moscow, goalkeeper Igor
Akinfeev is considered by many a hometown hero as he has spent 15 years
with the esteemed Russian club. Tack on an additional 100 international
caps for the host nation and one can begin to understand Russia’s
dependency on Akinfeev experience and resolve. 

COACH: Stanislav Cherchesov 

The Alagir-born manager could
perhaps be auditioning for his job
this summer, as he comes into
the tournament with a sub-par
record for 5-5-8 and a measly win
percentage of 27%. That being
said, Cherchesov will surely be
adjusting Russia’s playing style
based on their Group A
opponents, while hoping to find a
balance that doesn’t rely too
heavily on either defense of
attack.  
  

COUNTRY PROFILE
World Cup appearance: 11th (7 as Soviet Union) 

Best World Cup finish: 4th place as Soviet Union (1966) 

2014 finish: Group stage (0-2-1) 

Qualifying: Qualified automatically as host 

Schedule: Saudi Arabia (Thursday, June 14, 11 a.m. EST), Egypt (Tuesday, June 19, 2 p.m. EST), Uruguay
(Monday, June 25, 10 a.m. EST) 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP G

X-Factor:  Fyodor Smolov (FC
Krasnodar) 

While the Russians will be
leaning heavily on Igor Akinfeev
to not concede goals, they will
be relying on Fyodor Smolov to
score them on the opposite end.
The Krasnodar forward enjoyed
another productive season in the
Russian Premier League this
season, registering 16 goals and
4 assists in 21 games. The hosts 

 might not be afforded too many chances to get on the score sheet, so if
Smolov can finish his chances, he may save the blushes of the home team by
helping them avoid another World Cup group stage exit. 

Top U23 Player: Alexander
Golovin (CSKA Moscow) 

The young midfielder enjoyed
his best season in the RPL to
date, chipping in 5 goals and 4
assists over 27 games. Golovin
has lovely close control, is
both footed, and loves to drive
forward with the ball and join
the attack. All skills the World
Cup hosts will be relying on
the tournament debutant for.  

How will they play?
It’ll likely be three/five at
the back – three center
backs, two wingbacks –
with the configuration in
front of the defense
dependent on opponent.
Cherchesov will craft his  

approach game by game as well, giving Golovin and other midfielders freedom
against inferior foes, but sitting in a low block against the world’s best. 

Projected Line-Up
Projected lineup (5-3-1-1): Igor Akinfeev; Mario Fernandes, Vladimir
Granat, Ilya Kutepov, Fyodor Kudryashov, Yuri Zhirkov; Roman Zobnin,
Aleksandr Golovin, Alan Dzagoev; Aleksei Miranchuk; Fyodor Smolov. 

Fernandes or Zhirkov could be displaced by Aleksandr Samedov, Igor
Smolnikov or Konstantin Rausch at wingback. Dzagoev’s place isn’t
guaranteed in midfield either, nor is Zobnin’s. 

Breakdown
Why root for them?: Um… Perhaps, in a vacuum, because World Cups are
more fun when the hosts are having fun? That’s all we got. 

Why root against them?: Because Vladimir Putin will be happy if they win. 

If you’re going to watch one game… It has to be the opener. Not because
it’ll be a particularly entertaining game, but because missing a World Cup
opener as a soccer fan is heresy. 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

EGYPT
The Pharaohs will be heading to Russia full of humility and confidence, given the
recent addition of their leader and hero Mohamed Salah in Hector Cuper’s final
World Cup roster. The nation of Egypt were collectively biting their nails, awaiting
reports confirming either their hopes or fears pending Salah’s availability for the
tournament in Russia after his “unfortunate” collision with Sergio Ramos in
Liverpool’s 3-1 Champions League Final loss.  

The drama surrounding Egypt’s World Cup qualification dates all the way back to
2006, when the Pharaohs won the African Cup of Nations on home soil. They went
on to three-peat the tournament, winning twice more in 2008, and 2010. But like
any good love story, they suffered a chest-tightening heartbreak, missing out on
South Africa 2010 following a defeat in their playoff against Algeria. The pain did no
subside four years later, as they suffered the same yet again, this time at the hands
of Ghana. In the midst of the disappointment, the domestic game was collapsing
due to the Port Said stadium disaster in 2012. The Egyptian Premier League was
suspended and uncertainty remained for years. But Cuper and his resilient national
team has recovered, and qualified for a World Cup in dramatic fashion for the first
time in 28 years. 

TEAM CAPTAIN EL-HADARY

CAPTAIN: Essam El-Hadary (G) (Al-Taawoun) 

With more than 22 years after his international debut, El-Hadary is set to
become the oldest player to play in the World Cup, at the age of 45. He has
a staggering 157 caps to his name and for Egypt, he is the last remaining
member of the Golden Generation that won a hat-trick of African Cup of
Nations titles between 2006 and 2010. Even though he is coming to the end
of his career, when El-Hadary plays, there is a sense of calm in the defence
stemming from his ability to step up during important games. 

COACH: Hector Cuper 

Cuper comes into Russia in the
most enviable position amongst
all fellow coaches. His players
have full belief in him and he
team, having witnessed a miracle
together that night of October 8,
2017. Boasting a 19-7-8 record
and a 55.8% win percentage, he
may be the only coach in this
group who could suffer an early  

exit and still keep his job. If recent reports are a precursor, then Hector may
already be pondering his career post the Pharaohs. 

COUNTRY PROFILE
World Cup appearance: 3rd 

Best World Cup finish: Group stage (1934, 1990) 

2014 finish: Did not qualify 

Qualifying: Topped Africa’s Group E ahead of Uganda, Ghana 

Schedule: Uruguay (Friday, June 15, 8 a.m. EST), Russia (Tuesday, June 19, 2 p.m. EST), Saudi Arabia
(Monday, June 25, 10 a.m. EST) 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

X-Factor: Mohamed Salah
(Liverpool) 

For this I was choosing between
two Mohamed’s, one named
Salah and the other named
Elneny. Both will be returning
from injury and could either
boost or submerge Egypt’s
chances of progression in the
tournament. 2018 PFA Player of
the Year Salah gets the nod  

Top U23 Player: Ramadan
Sobhi (Stoke City) 

Sobhi has most recently
featured as a winger in Paul
Lambert’s team, but his
versatility will hopefully land
him a move away from the
recently relegated Stoke City.
Backing that up with a strong
performance in Russia will
surely be on the front of  

How will they play?

It’ll likely be a traditional
four at the back, as
Egypt’s tactics should be
pretty defensive entering
Russia. They will be
looking to West Brom
defender, Ahmed Hegazi
for strength, urgency, and
leadership as they look to
find Salah on the counter-
attack. 

Projected Line-Up

Projected lineup (4-2-3-1): Essam El-Hadary; Ahmed Fathy, Ahmed
Hegazi, Ali Gabr, Mohamed Abdel Shafy; Tarek Hamed, Mohamed Elneny;
Mohamed Salah, Abdallah El-Said, Trezeguet; Koka. 

Ramadan Sobhi is a top option to replace one of the attack-minded
players or make an impact off the bench. 

Breakdown
Why root for them?: Their story is really touching. I mean seriously. 

Why root against them?: Salah is fantastic, but if he’s neutralized, there’s
potential for some dreadfully dull soccer. 

If you’re going to watch one game… There’s a chance Egypt enters the
final day of the group needing not only a win but a beatdown of Saudi
Arabia – a Saudi Arabia team that is overmatched but willing to come out of
its shell. So there’s potential for a legendary five-goal Salah outburst. 

though, after a stunning debut season for Liverpool where he registered 44
goals and 14 assists in all competitions for the Merseyside club. Salah will not
meet up with his team-mates until 9 June as he continues his recovery from
his shoulder injury, but his inclusion alone should be enough to boost his
fellow teammates. 

Sobhi’s mind as he aims to make a splash on the big stage, and remind
everyone Egypt has attacking talent other than Mo Salah. 

https://www.instagram.com/p/BjaP7weH5kf/
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

SAUDI ARABIA
After missing out on the last two tourneys following four consecutive appearances,
Al-Akhdhar, or The Green, mostly are just happy to be in Russia. They are
surrounded by a good deal of uncertainty though, as current coach Juan Antonio
Pizzi is their third coach in as many years since the 2014 World Cup. Even though
the odds will be stacked against them this summer, they will be grateful for the
opportunity to showcase their nation’s talent, an opportunity earned through a
dramatic 1-0 win against Japan November 7, 2017.  

TEAM CAPTAIN HAWSAWI

CAPTAIN: Osama Hawsawi (Al-Hilal) 

The Al-Hilal defender posses an impressive 134 caps for the Saudis heading
into a tournament where his leadership could be called into action
immediately, as his team will certainly be tested early.  
Hawsawi moved back to Al-Hilal in 2016 after the club paid SR 21 million
($5.5 million) to rivals Al-Ahli and won two consecutive league titles and
the 2017 King’s Cup in his second spell at the Riyadh giants. Reports earlier
this spring say Saudi Arabia’s captain appears to have played his last game
for Al-Za'eem. Lucky for him, there is no better audition for the Summer
Transfer Window than the World Cup. 

COACH: Juan Antonio Pizzi 

Juan Antonio comes into the tournament as one of the least experienced
managers, regarding time spent managing their current national team. Pizzi
has only coached 8 games with Saudi Arabia, repping a very mediocre 3-1-4
record. The Argentinian born manager is coming off successive highs and
lows after leading his Chile side to Copa America victory over Argentina in
2017, but failing to qualify for Russia with the same team just months later.
Saudi Arabia will be hoping for more of the former. 

COUNTRY PROFILE
World Cup appearance: 5th 

Best World Cup finish: Round of 16 (1994) 

2014 finish: Did not qualify 

Qualifying: Second in Asia’s Group B, behind Japan, ahead of Australia on goal differential 

Schedule: Russia (Thursday, June 14, 11 a.m. EST), Uruguay (Wednesday, June 20, 11 a.m. EST), Egypt
(Monday, June 25, 10 a.m. EST) 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

X-Factor: Muhammad Al-
Sahlawi (Al Nassr) 

Mohammad plys his trade as a
striker for Al-Nassr and won the
best player of the league twice in
a row in 2013/2014 and
2014/2015. He has prolific for the
national team, scoring 26 goals
in 33 appearances thus far.
Having a training stint with
Manchester United ahead of
the world seems like a great
opportunity, but now 31, one  

Top U23 Player:Fahad Al-
Muwallad (Al-Ittihad) 

The Jeddah born winger will
also be looking to impress in
the group stages. Oddly
enough, Al-Muwallad was a
part of a loan project involving
LaLiga, the General Sports
Authority and the Saudi FA,
with six clubs participating:
Levante, Villarreal and
Leganés in Primera División,  

How will they play?
They’ll build from the
back, and won’t be shy
about getting forward. It’s
the only way they know.
They know the clock is
ticking on their time in
Russia as soon as the first
whistle blow and that
eagerness should reveal
itself in their urgency of
play. 

Projected Line-Up

Projected lineup (4-3-3): Abdullah Al-Mayouf; Yasser Al-Shahrani, Osama
Hawsami, Motaz Hawsawi, Mansoor Al-Harbi; Abdullah Otayf, Salman Al-
Faraj, Yahya Al Shehri; Fahad Al-Muwallad, Muhammad Al-Sahlawi, Salem
Al-Dawsari. 

Breakdown
Why root for them?: Because there’s a chance they beat Russia in the
opener by multiple goals with some surprisingly stunning play, then squeak
out a result against Egypt as well.  

Why root against them?: Because they’re either the worst or second-worst
team at the tournament. 

If you’re going to watch one game…watch the opener – because regardless
of the teams on show, missing a World Cup opener as a football fan is...well
you’re just can’t be considered a fan anymore.  

and Real Valladolid, Numancia and Rayo Vallecano in Segunda División.
Nine players arrived in La Liga during the transfer window, yet only 3 made
the World Cup this summer. Recently dubbed the Saudi Arabian Messi, Al-
Muwallad will be looking to add clout to his name starting next week.  

wonders if fitness or sharpness in front of goal due to lack of game time
could be an issue in Russia 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

URUGUAY
Uruguay enters Russia with high expectations and as Group A favorites, having
progressed past the group stage in each of their last three World Cup appearances.
They present an enviable blend of youth and experience, as Cavani, Suarez, and
Godin are still close enough to their primes. The next generation has emerged just
in time for Russia, in almost every position of need through the likes of the 23-year-
old physical specimen, Gimenez, and young midfielders Vecino and 20-year-old
Rodrigo Bentancur. If their World Cup debutants are up for the moment, all the
pieces are in place for another deep run in the tournament.

TEAM CAPTAIN DIEGO GODIN

CAPTAIN: Diego Godin (D) (Atletico Madrid) 

Diego Godin may not be mentioned in top center back discussions as often
as fellow La Liga defenders Gerard Pique and Sergio Ramos, but any true
fan of the game knows that his quality and consistency for both club and
country cannot be questioned. If there is one player that represents the
Atletico Madrid’s temperament as a whole, it is Godin, who helped lead
Diego Simeone’s men to another UEFA Europa League title in May.  

The Rosario born defender will have cover for Uruguay in the form of his
Atletico teammate Jose Giminez, one of the world’s most promising young
CB’s, so you can expect much of Uruguay’s defensive shape and
marshaling to be conducted by and reliant on the chemistry of both
defenders.  

COACH: Oscar Tabarez 

Tabarez will be bringing a grip of experience with him to Russia, as he currently
holds the record for most games managed by one national team (Uruguay).
During his second stint with Los Charrúas, he carries a 73-39-39 record and with
a healthy win percentage of 48%. In 2014, Uruguay reached the round of 16th,
Tabárez's third time for Uruguay at the World Cup, and he will be looking to
build on that progress this summer.  

He is now the manager with the most games in charge for one national team
and this record is even more remarkable due to the fact he suffers from
Guillain-Barre syndrome, which a disease that attacks the nervous system. With
a squad even balanced with experience and youth, Tabarez will fully expect to
coach more than just 3 group games. 

COUNTRY PROFILE
World Cup appearance: 13th 
   
Best World Cup finish: Champions (1930, 1950) 

2014 finish: Lost to Colombia in the round of 16 

Qualifying: 2nd in South America 

Schedule: Egypt (Friday, June 15, 8 a.m.  EST), Saudi Arabia (Wednesday, June 20, 11 a.m.EST), Russia
(Monday, June 25, 10 a.m. EST) 
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WORLD CUP 2018 GROUP A

touted in Italy as a younger and Uruguayan Nemanja Matic. Coach Tabarez
and his men could receive a massive boost from Bentancur, as a true box to
box midfielder has been missing in recent years from the squad, and could
prove pivotal to providing a balance between Godin and Suarez and Cavani.

X-Factor: Luis Suarez
(Barcelona) 

Coming off an extremely
controversial and embarrassing
exit to the 2014 World Cup,
Suarez will be looking to
reestablish his clout on the
international stage and Russia
should provide him the
springboard to do that. Since his
dark moment in Brazil that
summer, the inventive striker  

Top U23 Player: Rodrigo
Bentancur (Juventus) 

The 20 year old already
impressed hugely at the
Under-20 World Cup, playing
every minute as Uruguay
finished Group D winners,
ahead of Italy, Japan and
South Africa. Bentancur
currently plies his trade with
Italian giants Juventus and is 

How will they play?

Uruguay averaged 40.6
percent possession
throughout qualifying and
have looked defensive
and choppy at times
under Tabarez. Yet the  

2018 World Cup presents them with a unique opportunity as each of their
opponents should be inferior. Tabarez’s men will look to transition to a new
crop of midfielders; one aspect of that transition should be a corresponding one
to a more expansive style.  

Projected Line-Up

Projected lineup (4-3-1-2): Fernando Muslera; Guillermo Varela, Diego
Godin, Jose Maria Gimenez, Gaston Silva; Nahitan Nandez, Matias Vecino,
Rodrigo Bentancur; Giorgian de Arrascaeta; Luis Suarez, Edinson Cavani 

Christian Rodriguez is the more experienced wide midfield option,
possibly in place of de Arrascaeta or Nandez if Tabarez wants more
stability. Lucas Torreira (22) and Federico Valverde (19) could also have
midfield roles to play off the bench. The fullback positions would appear
to be up for grabs. 

Breakdown
Why root for them?: True soccer fans are will enjoy the versatility of
Uruguay’s midfield.  

Why root against them?: Suarez will surely be getting boos the minute he
step out on the field against Egypt on June 15th. His handball in 2010. The
bite in 2014.  

If you’re going to watch one game …The group finale, with Russia possibly
needing a result to avoid ignobility, and a well rested Suarez smelling blood,
should prove entertaining. 

has matured into arguably the best in his trade over the last few years, forming
a devastating partnership with Lionel Messi at Barcelona. On the back of
another prolific season, where he has scored 31 goals in all competitions for
Barca, Suarez will know that progression past the group stage and deep into
the knockout rounds will largely be dependant on the production of himself
and strike partner Cavani.  
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