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Piazza questions Iran players’ desire
after dismal VNL campaign

C Sports Desk )

Iran head coach Roberto Piazza
has openly questioned his play-
ers’ desire and fighting spirit
after the national team endured
a dreadful Volleyball Nations
League (VNL) campaign, warning
that the country’s future in the
sport will be at risk unless the
underlying problems are ad-
dressed.

Iran wrapped up the tournament
with a 3-1 defeat against Turkey
on Sunday, finishing with just
three wins and nine losses. The
result left Piazza’s side 14th in
the 18-team standings, narrowly
avoiding relegation only because
Canada posted an even worse
record.

The outcome marked one of
Iran’s poorest VNL performanc-
es in recent years and fell well
short of expectations after many
had hoped the team would build
on the progress made during Pi-
azza's first season in charge and
challenge for a first VNL Finals
berth in four years.

Instead, Iran spent much of the
tournament looking over its
shoulder in the relegation battle
rather than competing for a place
in the knockout rounds.

The latest preliminary-round
setback also carried significant
consequences beyond the final
standings, as Iran slipped to 19th
in the FIVB World Rankings - its
lowest position in more than a
decade and a stark reminder of
the team’s decline from its years
among the world’s elite.

Piazza, however, insisted that
technical shortcomings were not
the team’s biggest concern.

The Italian coach said after the
match that the main problem
with his team was that it “gives

up too early”

“It is something I cannot accept
and cannot understand. It doesn’t
matter who is on the court or on
the bench. What I see is a team
that stops fighting far too early”
Iran appeared on course for a
positive finish after taking the
opening set against Turkey with
an aggressive display, but the
match quickly slipped away.

“I think we started the match re-
ally well,” Piazza said. “We won
the first set and were in the right
mood.

“But at 2-2, we lost one ball. Af-
ter a very long rally, Morteza hit
the ball out from the back court.
Then we made a few simple mis-
takes, and from that moment we
started to give up.”

Piazza’s frustration was evident
even during the match. During a
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timeout, television cameras cap-
tured the coach telling his play-
ers: “If you don’t want to play, get
off the court.”

Afterward, he expanded on what
he believes is a deeper psycho-
logical issue affecting the squad.
“My main question is: Where is
the desire to improve?” he said.
“That is my first question.”

The Italian, who was appoint-
ed to oversee a new generation
following the gradual departure
of Iran’s golden generation, said
the team’s mentality had become
arecurring concern rather than
an isolated problem.

He pointed to last year’s World
Championship campaign, where
Iran reached the knockout stage
but benefited from a favorable
group.

“We played well at the World

Banaeian settles for silver as Iran bags

C Sports Desk )

Mohammad-Pouria Banaeian
settled for silver in the men’s
+100kg class on Sunday as Iran
collected five medals at the
Asian Junior Judo Champion-
ships in Amman, Jordan.

The final-day results took Iran’s
overall haul to nine medals
across the two age categories in
the Jordanian capital after the
country had claimed four med-
als—including two golds—in
the cadet competition last week.
Banaeian began his campaign
with a victory over Kyrgyzstan’s
Ilia Sukhinin before defeating
Chinese Taipei’s Chen Hsing-Jen

to advance to the final, where he
lost to Uzbekistan’s Fazliddin
Rafikov.

Elsewhere in the men’s competi-
tion, Sepehr Norouzi and Abolfa-
zl Mohebbi shared bronze in the
-90kg category.

Mahshid Safari, meanwhile, re-
covered from a quarterfinal de-
feat to eventual silver medalist
Taibanganbi Chanu Khaidem
of India to claim bronze in the
women'’s -70kg division after
beating Uzbekistan’s Nigina Sa-
parboeva.

Samira Khadem had opened
Iran’s account on the penulti-
mate day of the tournament by
winning bronze in the women’s

-63kg class.

The five-medal haul saw Iran
finish seventh in the team stand-
ings.

Uzbekistan topped the table
with 15 medals, including sev-
en golds, while Kazakhstan and
India finished second and third
with six and one gold medals,
respectively.

Mahsa Shakibaei and Sobhan
Hakimi, Iran’s two cadet gold
medalists in Amman, also tar-
geted medals in the junior
competition but finished emp-
ty-handed in their respective
events.

Shakibaei, who made history by
winning Iran’s first-ever wom-

Championship - not great, but
well,” Piazza said. “We also have
to be honest. We were a little
lucky because we didn’t have a
very difficult group. We strug-
gled even against the Philippines
in our last group match before
playing well against Serbia.

“But against the Czech Republic,
once again, after taking the lead,
we lost one particular point and
suddenly surrendered.”

Piazza said acknowledging the
problem is only the first step.
“We have to accept this, but more
importantly we have to under-
stand it,” he said. “If we cannot
understand why this happens,
then we will have no future, be-
cause until we understand the
situation correctly, we will never
be able to find a solution.”

Iran’s disappointing campaign

five medals

en’s gold medal at continental
showpiece, narrowly missed
out on the podium in the -52kg
event after losing to Uzbeki-
stan’s Sabrina Azamatova in the
bronze-medal contest.

Hakimi, meanwhile, endured a
disappointing campaign in the
men’s -81kg class, suffering a
repechage defeat to Kyrgyz-
stan’s Nurmukhammed Muratov
to finish seventh.

Hossein Novin (-81kg) and Amir-
reza Alizadeh (-90kg) had added
two bronze medals to Iran’s
tally in the cadet competition,
helping the country finish third
in the team standings behind
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan.
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came despite extensive prepa-
rations organized by the Iranian
Volleyball Federation. The squad
spent nearly two months training
overseas and remained abroad
throughout its preparation pe-
riod instead of returning home
between camps.

Although some observers criti-
cized the lack of warm-up match-
es before the VNL, the federation
faced exceptional logistical chal-
lenges as Iran was dealing with
the impact of the recent conflict,
making it difficult to arrange
high-quality friendlies. Similar

Iran undone 28-27 by holders Japan

C Sports Desk )

Iran suffered a heartbreaking 28-
27 defeat against two-time defend-
ing champions Japan at the Asian
Men'’s Junior Handball Champion-
ship in Chuzhou, China, on Monday.
The closely contested Group
B clash was evenly balanced
throughout, with the teams
locked at 14-14 at halftime after
an intense opening period. Nei-
ther side was able to establish
a decisive advantage after the
break, and Iran stayed within

touching distance until the clos-
ing moments. However, Japan
edged the encounter by a sin-
gle goal to maintain its winning
run, while Iran was left to rue
a missed opportunity to take
points from one of Asia’s tradi-
tional powerhouses.

The result saw Japan leapfrog
Iran into third place in the group
standings with five points, thanks
to a superior goal difference.
Iran will still hope to secure a
top-four finish and a quarterfinal
berth in a daunting group that

also features Kuwait and Qatar
- the two most decorated teams
in the competition’s history - as
well as South Korea, the run-
ner-up in the previous edition.
Iran will conclude the prelimi-
nary phase against bottom side
India at the Chuzhou Interna-
tional Handball Hall today.

Iran began its campaign with an
impressive 29-27 victory over
five-time champions Kuwait, but
suffered a 29-28 defeat to South
Korea before sharing the spoils
with the UAE in a 25-25 draw

circumstances also affected the
national football team’s prepa-
rations ahead of the FIFA World
Cup.

With the federation pro-
viding favorable train-
ing conditions despite

y those challenges, much
of the criticism has shift-
ed toward the performanc-
es of the players and coaching
staff.
While Piazza has continued to
stress that the team’s long-term
objective remains qualification
for the 2028 Los Angeles Olym-
pics, the VNL exposed worrying
deficiencies in confidence and re-
silience. In several matches, Iran
struggled to respond after falling
behind, lacking the trademark
fighting spirit that once defined
one of Asia’s most successful vol-
leyball nations.
The contrast with Iran’s so-called
“Golden Generation” — led by
stars such as Saeid Marouf, Seyed
Mohammad Mousavi, Amir Gha-
four, Shahram Mahmoudi and
Adel Gholami — is increasingly
apparent. That team earned a
reputation for battling until the
final point against the world’s
best, whereas the current squad
has repeatedly appeared to lose
belief once momentum shifts.
Next up for Piazza and his young
squad is the Asian Men’s Volley-
ball Championship in Fukuoka,
Japan, in September.
As if Iran needed added motiva-
tion to chase a fifth continental
title in eight editions and make
amends for its heartbreaking
defeat against Japan in the 2023
final on home soil, an Olympic
berth will also be at stake, with
the tournament winner securing
a place at the Los Angeles 2028
Games.

on Friday. Iran then returned to
winning ways with a 26-25 vic-
tory over Qatar on Sunday.

Iran finished fifth in the 2024
edition, while its best-ever result
came in 2008, when it claimed
the silver medal after losing to
Kuwait in the final.

The championship also serves
as Asia’s qualifier for the 2027
IHF Men’s Junior (uz21) World
Championship in North Mace-
donia, with the four semifinal-
ists securing places at the global
showpiece.



