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Sitting volleyball saved my life’: Mehrzad

opens up on journey to Paralympic stardom

IPC - Iran has dominat-
ed sitting volleyball at
the Paralympic Games
for nearly four decades,
but for three-time
Paralympic champion
Morteza Mehrzad, the
sport’s biggest impact
cannot be measured in
gold medals.

“My life is basically split
into two chapters, be-
fore sitting volleyball
and after it,” Mehrzad
said after leading Iran
to their fifth straight
Asian Para Games title
in October.

Mehrzad, who at 2.46
metres is the tallest
athlete ever to com-
pete at the Paralympic
Games, is known for his
aggressive attacks and
flawless blocks. But off
the court, he is equally
known for his humble
character.

After helping his team
finish at the top of the
podium once again, he
shared how discovering
the sport had changed
his life. Born with a con-
dition called acromega-
ly, he spent years isolat-

ed at home in a remote
village in northern Iran
before making a TV ap-
pearance that led to an
invitation to try sitting
volleyball.

“Because of my phys-
ical appearance, I felt
(so) self-conscious that
I shut myself inside for
years and couldn’t even
bring myself to step
outside.

“But sitting volleyball
completely saved my
life. It helped me shed
that shame and step
back out into the world
through sports.”

From there, his rise in the
sport was rapid. In a sport
where the net hangs 1.15
metres above the floor,
Mehrzad’s reach and
power have been funda-
mental to the team.

A few years after he
tried out the sport for
the first time, he made
his Paralympic debut
at Rio 2016, where he
helped Iran beat de-
fending champions Bos-
nia and Herzegovina in
the gold medal match.
He was named Most
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Valuable Player at To-
kyo 2020, where Iran
defended their title,
and Best Attacker at
Paris 2024 after finish-
ing as Iran’s top scorer
in their win over Bosnia
and Herzegovina in the
final.

Mehrzad said sitting
volleyball is not just
a special sport for
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Weightlifting legend
Hossein Rezazadeh has
urged his compatriot
Alireza Yousefi to im-
prove his snatch per-
formance if he is to vie
for the top prize at the
Los Angeles Olympic
Games in two years.
Yousefi headlined Iran’s
eight-medal haul at the
recently concluded IWF
World Championships
in Ningbo, China, claim-
ing clean and jerk gold
in the men’s +110kg
category and setting
a new world record in
the process, before tak-
ing silver in the total on
Sunday.

Yousefi’s fellow Irani-
an superheavyweight
Ali Davoudi, mean-
while, settled for
bronze in the snatch

Iranian weightlifter Alireza Yousefi celebrates after setting a new
clean & jerk world record in the men’s +110kg division at the

IWF World Championships in Ningbo, China, on Nov. 8, 2026.
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but missed out on the
podium in the clean
and jerk and total, fin-

Iran’s Women's Premier League:
Persepolis edges Sepahan
in women'’s ‘Clasico’ to retain top spot

him, but also for the
Paralympic Movement
in his country.

“Sitting volleyball in our
country is the first sport
for people with impair-
ments, and we have an
advantage in sitting vol-
leyball; we have more
ability in sitting volley-
ball,” he said.

The team has compet-

ishing fourth in both
events.

The snatch competi-
tion was hardly one to
remember for Youse-
fi, who opened with a
successful 186kg lift
before clearing 191kg
and 195kg on his next
two attempts, ultimate-
ly settling for fourth
place.

Ali Ammar, who con-
troversially lost out to
Davoudi in the race for
gold at September’s
Asian Games after be-
ing denied an attempt
due to a timing error,
made history by win-
ning gold in the total
and snatch, as well as
silver in the clean and
jerk, to become the first
Iraqi world champion
in an Olympic sport.

In the clean and jerk,
both Davoudi and Youse-
fi had two attempts re-
maining after Ammar
had completed his cam-

ed at every Paralympic
Games since the coun-
try made its Paralympic
debut at Seoul 1988.
Now Iran is the most
successful men'’s team
in the history of the
sport, having won
gold in eight of their
10 Paralympic appear-
ances and silver in the
other two.

paign with 255kg.
Yousefi initially lift-
ed 258kg but had the
attempt overturned
because of bar oscilla-
tion. The Iranian and
his coaching staff were
visibly unhappy with
the decision, arguing
that the rules only pe-
nalize “deliberate os-
cillation” and that the
bar had moved without
any intervention from
the lifter.

Remarkably, Yousefi,
who had trailed Am-
mar by 16kg in the
snatch, bounced back
to lift a world-record
263kg and claim clean
and jerk gold. The ef-
fort also propelled him
past Armenian two-
time defending cham-
pion Varazdat Lalayan,
a silver medalist at the
Paris 2024 Olympics,
into second place in the
total with a combined
458Kkg (195-263).
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The team has been
unstoppable this year.
In July, Iran defeated
Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina 3-1 to secure a re-
cord-extending ninth
title at the 2026 Sitting
Volleyball World Cham-
pionships in Hangzhou,
China.

Three months later, the
team won the men’s

“World Championships
are always highly com-
petitive, particularly in
sports where results
are decided by the
smallest margins. We
witnessed closely con-
tested events across
several weight cate-
gories in Ningbo. Iran
had lifters competing
in every division from
85kg to +110kg, and
fortunately, four of our
representatives won
medals, bringing our
overall tally to eight,”
Rezazadeh, vice pres-
ident of the Iranian
Weightlifting Feder-
ation, said upon the
team'’s return to Iran
on Monday.

The two-time Olym-
pic champion, who
dominated the super-
heavyweight class in
the 2000s, also praised
Davoudi and Yousefi,
saying: “Both are ac-
complished weightlift-
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Somayeh Esmaeili netted a
second-half winner to lead
Persepolis to a 1-0 home
win over Sepahan in the
so-called ‘Clasico’ of the Ira-
nian women’s top flight on
Monday.

The victory saw the Tehran
Reds, whose perfect start
to the season was ended
by a 2-1 away defeat to Gol
Gohar Sirjan last week, re-
tain top spot in the Iranian

Women’s Premier League
standings with 18 points
from seven games.
Sepahan, meanwhile, re-
mained fifth in the 10-team
table with 10 points from
six matches after suffer-
ing its second defeat of the
campaign.

There was little to separate
the two sides in a cagey
first half at Tehran’s Sha-
hid Kazemi Stadium, where
chances were few and far
between as the teams went

into the break goalless.
Persepolis stepped up its
game after the restart and
began putting greater pres-
sure on the visitors’ de-
fense.

Their efforts paid off in the
55th minute when Esmaei-
li found the back of the net
with a superb scorpion kick
to put the hosts ahead.

The Reds continued to cre-
ate chances to extend their
lead but failed to capitalize
on their opportunities. At

the other end, Persepolis
goalkeeper Zahra Khajavi
produced a solid display to
keep Sepahan at bay and
preserve her team’s narrow
advantage until the final
whistle.

The Tehran outfit will now
turn its attention to one of
the most eagerly anticipat-
ed fixtures of the season, a
home clash against 11-time
champions Bam Khatoon
next Monday.

Elsewhere, Gol Gohar was

held to a goalless draw
away to Ista Alborz but
remained second in the
table on 13 points, ahead
of Esteghlal on goal differ-
ence.

Esteghlal came from behind
to beat Ava Tehran 2-1 away
from home and claim all
three points, while Malavan
secured a 4-2 victory over
Palayesh Gas Ilam, ending a
two-game losing streak and
moving just above the rele-
gation zone.

tournament at the Aic-
hi-Nagoya 2026 Asian
Para Games. Iran have
won every men'’s sitting
volleyball gold medal at
the Asian Para Games
since the sport was
introduced to the pro-
gramme at Guangzhou
2010.

“More than for me, all of
the Iranian people are
happy about this win
and becoming champi-
ons in this tournament,”
Mehrzad said.

Inspiring athletes
While the Iranian wom-
en’s team have not fin-
ished on the Paralympic
podium yet, the athletes
are looking to emulate
the success of the men’s
team. Today, both nation-
al teams compete at ma-
jor international events.
“Sitting volleyball is
progressing and devel-
oping in Iran. We also
have one of the best
technical coaches in
Asia and in the world,”
said Zahra Nejatiaref, an
athlete on the women'’s
team.

ers and were involved
in close contests with
their Iraqi and Arme-
nian opponents.

“Had Davoudi man-
aged to lift 261kg in the
clean and jerk, he could
also have claimed the
gold medal in the total,”
he said.

Commenting on Youse-
fi’s performance,
Rezazadeh said the
23-year-old, who also
won clean and jerk gold
and total bronze on his
World Championships
debut in 2024, was ca-
pable of lifting heavier
weights but insisted
that “he and the coach-
ing staff need to work
on his snatch as well
to improve his total,
because the combined
result is all that mat-
ters when it comes to
the Asian Games and,
particularly, the Olym-
pic Games.”
Addressing Davoudi’s

“We have the champi-
ons of the world in the
men’s category in our
country. We always use
their experience and
guidance; it is very good
for us. We also have
many championships
that are held frequently
in Iran.”

With two years to go
until the LA28 Paralym-
pic Games, the Iranian
athletes are looking to
continue their domi-
nance and win a fourth
consecutive Paralympic
gold medal.

The LA28 Paralympic
Games will take place
from 15-27 August
2028, featuring around
4,480 athletes from
around the world.
Mehrzad wants to prove
that the dynasty built
over decades can con-
tinue to dominate on the
world’s biggest stage.
“Our important goals
for the Iranian na-
tional team are to be a
strong team in the next
Paralympic Games and
to defend our Paralym-
pic title,” he said.

Rezazadeh urges Yousefi to improve snatch performance ahead of LA28

performance, Rezazadeh
said the former Olympic
silver medalist had im-
pressed in the snatch at
both the Aichi-Nagoya
Asian Games and the
World Championships
but needed to improve
his clean and jerk.
“Lifting heavy weights
in training and compe-
tition are two different
things. Lifters must be
technically and mental-
ly prepared to handle
such weights,” Rezaza-
deh said.

Emphasizing the need
to plan for upcoming
competitions, he add-
ed: “We must start
planning for next year
and, more importantly,
the Los Angeles 2028
Olympics. From now
on, the weightlifters
must devote all their
attention and focus to
these competitions, be-
cause the Olympics are
our biggest goal”
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Persepolis’s Somayeh Esmaeili (r) celebrates after scoring during her
team’s 1-0 victory over Sepahan in the Iranian Women'’s Premier

League in Tehran, Iran, on November 9, 2026.
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