Hard lesssons stick

Age. Uganda had the youngest squad‘at the World Cup, featuring seven 16-year-olds who formed the
backbone of the team. Among them were Nkoola, Owino, Walusimbi, Magala and Oyirwoth et al.

BY GEORGE KATONGOLE

FIFA U17 WORLD CUP
‘= Result - round of 16

Uganda1(3)-1(5) BurkinaFaso

hen Uganda qualified for the :
Fifa U-17 World Cup for the :
first time, Fufa president Mo- :
ses Magogo declared all the
players “historical,” emphasising the :
magnitude of the achievement. The :
2025 tournament in Qatar became
more than just a competition, it was :
a classroom, a shop window and a :
launchpad for Uganda’s next football- :
ing generation. S = o — =
“w5=The Fifa U-17 World Cup has long 2 =x =
been a launching pad for'some of foot- ¢ = i
ball’s biggest stars, producing players
who later dominated the global stage.
Germany’s Toni Kroos announced
himself by winning the Golden Ball
~—=n 2007, while Spain’s Cesc Fabre- &
gas claimed both the Gold-
en Ball and Golden Boot in
2003.

The tournament also
introduced the world
to Brazil’s Philippe

Coutinho (2009),
Nigeria’s Vic-
tor Osimhén
who set

scor-
ing re-
cord in 2015,
and earlier tal-
ents like Carlos Te- vez
(1995) and Ronaldinho (1997). -
Other notable graduates include Gio- :
vanni Reyna of the USA (2019), Span- : :
“—ish legend Andrés Iniesta from the :
famed 1997 squad, and Nigeria’s Kel- |
echi Theanacho, the 2013 Golden Ball
winner. Their trajectories underline the
tournament’s power as a springboard :
to elite careers — a pathway Cubs play- :
ers can aspire to follow.

for a big hit

in training.
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A stage forexposure
Playing on the global stage against
technically and tactically advanced
- Yeams exposed Cubs stars to top-lev-
- el demands in terms of pace, intensi-
ty and discipline. From the opening
match against Canada to the knock-
out clash with Burkina Faso, the Cubs
quickly learned how little margins de-
cide games.
“Playing against teams like France

Magala goes

and Chile showed us the speed and
skill needed at thislevel.It was a chal-
lenge, but we grew with every game,”
said forward Arafat Nkoola.Uganda’s
ability to score first in all key games
became one of their defining qual-
ities at the tournament. Even when
the Cubs snatched a late equaliser
against Chile, the Cubs’response em-

y ¢ bodied courage and mental grit.

“Scoring first in every big match
shows we never give up. Even when
we conceded late, we fought until the
final whistle,”said John Asiimwe.

Derrick Ssozi added: “The late
equaliser against Chile came from

_ ourbelief. We never lose hope.”

Tactical discipline
Uganda had the youngest squad

- at the World Cup, featuring seven

16-year-olds who formed the back-
bone of the team in Qatar. Among
them were forward Arafat Nkoo-
la, midfielder John Brian Owino, de-
fender Abubakali Walusimbi, attack-
er Isima Mulala Magala,as well as Ste-
ven Oyirwoth, Jovan Nsereko Mukisa
and Shakur Magogo.

Individual flashes of brilliance were
evident, but Uganda’s real strength
came from structure and discipline.
Their historic 1-0 victory over France
demonstrated how organisation,
communication, and clear roles can
neutralise superior individual qual-
ity. “Our strength was the way we
played together. We trusted the plan
and trusted each other” midfielder

: ~ EnockBagenda said.

Tacticalmissteps
The Cubs’ exit against Burkina Fa-

~ so highlighted tactical decisions that
- proved damaging at a critical mo-
- ment.

In a bid to refresh the attack late
in the game, coach Brian Ssenyondo

. introduced Derrick Ssozi, the same

player who had rescued Uganda with
a late equaliser against Chile.But the
substitution did not yield the intend-
ed impact,and Ssozi would later miss
his penalty in the shootout.

More questions arose when
Ssenyondo substituted first-choice
goalkeeper Edris Waibi for Adrian
Mukwanga specifically for the spot
kicks.Mukwanga had barely warmed
up and was thrown straight into a
high-pressure situation. Ironically,

. Waibi has a strong history with pen-
= altysituations,earlier this year he lift-
ed the USSSA Boys Football title with

Buddo S8, although he was _similarly

The decision in Qatar backfired as
Uganda went on to lose 5-3 on pen-
alties. While bold tactical calls are
part of youth football development,

- the moment underscored theimpor-

tance of preparation,clarityand t
in knockout matches where fine
gins decide everything.“Penalty
outs are always tough. It was pair
go out that way, but it taught us t
calmunder pressure,”’Nkoola adn

Coach Ssenyondo reflected: «
moments shape a young footballs
boys showed maturity beyond
age”

Unique mission

For traditional football giants, th
World Cup is a development ¢
point. But for Uganda, it was also
opportunity to market players to:
who rarely reach East Africa du
nancial, logistical and infrastru
challenges.

Scouts often find it difficult to
domestic matches because club
modern performance data, re
competition schedules, and cons
youth structures.Many talented p
slip through the cracks.“We kner
was a chance to show our talent.!
were watching, and that’s impc
for our future;”Nkoola said.

Development pays off
Uganda’s progress is directly t
a growing, well-organised syst
youth football — largely driven
fa’s strategic partnership with the
da Youth Football Association (U?
Through this collaboration, tk
FA Juniors League now opera
scale, providing meaningful, cor
tive matches every season. This |
alone contributed nine players
World Cup squad, showing thz
tained investment in youth fo
pays real dividends. Adding t
structure are elite academies 1
Cambio, which produced three
members: Isma Magala, Hamza
gooba,and James Bogere.
Ssenyondo puts it succinctly
Juniors League and elite acad
like El Cambio, Rays of Grace anc
per, give players the right environ
They are the backbone of our gro
The Cubs’journey has revived ct
sations about establishing elite tr:
centres akin to France’s famed (
fontaine, inaugurated in 1988 1
former FFF president Fernand Sa:
The 56-hectare centrereprese
blueprint of what long-term i
ment and structured training can

SPORTS SUMMAI
Vipers play five
gamess in 16 da

For the champions, this stretct
be aboon or a bane.Sweep thr
it with total victories and they ¢
storm to the summit by mic
cember. PAGE 39 :
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