LEIPZIG, Germany (Dec. 9)
 - The World Cup draw was kind to defending champion Brazil and host Germany. It really hurt Argentina.

Five-time champion Brazil will play its first match against 1998 semifinalist Croatia, followed by games against Australia and Japan.

"It's a group many will consider technically easy, but it won't be like that," Brazil coach Carlos Alberto Parreira said. "We will need to be very alert.

"We will probably play Italy or the Czech Republic after advancing from the first round. They are very good teams, we would have to work hard to get past them, without a doubt."

Germany, which has won the title three times, plays the opening game against Costa Rica before taking on neighbor Poland and Ecuador.

While it sounds like easy rides for the Brazilians and Germans, Argentina has another tough job getting to the knockout phase after having been knocked out in the first round in 2002.

The Argentines drew the Netherlands as well as Serbia-Montenegro and a talented Ivory Coast team which may well mark its debut with some upset victories.

Argentina coach Jose Pekerman was unable to attend the draw but his assistant, Hugo Tocalli, said his players were not afraid.

"No, we are not. We have a lot of confidence, we have no fear," Tocalli said. "On the other hand we have faith." Netherlands coach Marco van Basten said it was a colorful group

"They're all countries with a rich history and technically skilled players," Van Basten said. "We're going to make sure that we're well motivated from the start. If you start out with a tough one you immediately know what you are worth."

The Dutch open against the Serbs.

"We just have to realize it will be no easy job," Van Basten said.

Ivory Coast coach Henri Michel is looking forward to the challenge.

"It's an extremely difficult group. It's also good for us," said Michel, who has Chelsea's Didier Drogba and Arsenal's Kolo Toure in his lineup.

"We will see good soccer. Argentina, Serbia-Montenegro and the Dutch all play great soccer. I think it's the toughest group. Argentina is always there and Holland is playing great right now so we will have to prove it on the pitch."

France, the 1998 champion, must start against one of the teams it faced in qualifying, Switzerland. South Korea, a semifinalist in 2002, and newcomer Togo are also in the group.

The draw began with the eight top-seeded teams - Brazil, Germany, Argentina, England, France, Italy, Mexico and Spain - put into their groups. The rest followed in a complicated pattern with the teams separated geographically as well as on their merit.

England faces Sweden for the second straight World Cup, and will also play debutant Trinidad and Tobago and Paraguay, a team it beat at the championship in 1986.

"It's not an easy group, but it could have been worse, much worse," England coach Sven-Goran Eriksson said. "I asked to avoid the Netherlands and we did that and I asked to avoid Australia and we did that as well."

Dennis Lawrence, whose goal in a playoff against Bahrain put Trinidad into the World Cup, was delighted to be facing England, where he plays for League Two's Wrexham.

"I can imagine how the fans are feeling because I am so excited about it myself," Lawrence said. "It was brilliant looking at our name come out in the same group as England. We are involved in a group with some really good countries."

Italy's first game will be against newcomer Ghana before meeting the United States and the Czech Republic in a tough group. The Italians, Czechs and Americans also were in the same group in 1990, with Italy and then-Czechoslovakia reaching the second round.

"We will have our hands full. We know they are all going to be difficult games," United States coach Bruce Arena said. "Italy is always nice because of my heritage."

Czech Republic coach Karel Bruckner put pressure on Italy's Marcello Lippi by saying the Italians were strong candidates to win the title for the fourth time. "Please write down, 'Italy is the favorite,"' Bruckner said.  Lippi was content with the draw and is already looking ahead to the next round.

"I'm not disappointed with the draw. At this stage all opponents are strong," Lippi said. "Two of the teams drawn with Italy (United States and Czech Republic) have a higher FIFA ranking but we don't feel inferior.  "If we win the group we avoid Brazil."

Another debutant, Ukraine, which has AC Milan's Andriy Shevchenko leading its attack, starts against Spain and then meets Tunisia and Saudi Arabia in a comparatively easy group.

Mexico, which was seeded, has to play a talented Portugal along with Iran and Angola in another seemingly easy group.

"The meeting with Angola will be a very special moment. It'll be a great festival because our countries are related," Portugal forward Luis Boa Morte said.

But the last time Portugal and Angola met in a friendly match in Lisbon four years ago, four Angolan players were sent off for brutal tackles and dissent and the game was abandoned with 20 minutes to play.

The game was supposed to be a celebration of the long-standing cultural ties between the European country and its former African colony.

"It was a very favorable draw for Portugal," Boa Morte said. "We have a great team and we have a great chance of attaining our objective, which is to advance from the group phase."

Croatia placed third on its World Cup debut in 1998, and coach Zlatko Kranjcar was confident his team would get through to the knockout phase despite having to face Brazil.

"I don't think there should be any room for discontent. It's a fair group, a good group," Kranjcar said. "There are stronger groups for sure. We definitely have a good chance to get into the next round. The matches against Australia and Japan will decide our fate."
