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THE HARD-FOUGHT WIN YESTERDAY WAS TUNISIAS

FIRST AGAINST A EUROPEAN TEAM IN A WORLD CUP #

By Rizwan Rehmat
Doha

or Tunisia, it was a day of de-

light and disappointment. Cap-

tain Wahbi Khazri produced a

second-half stunner as Tunisia
shocked defending champions France
1-0 in the last group stage match of the
FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022.

The hard-fought victory at Educa-
tion City Stadium, however, was not
enough for Tunisia to reach the last 16
of the tournament following Australia’s
upset of Denmark 1-0 in yesterday’s
other Group D clash.

Yesterday’s win was Tunisia’s first
against a European team in a World
Cup.

France, who rested seven of the play-
ers from their 2-1 win over Denmark in
their previous game, looked sluggish
for the first hour of the match until PSG
star Kylian Mbappe was brought in as a
substitute by coach Didier Deschamps.
The first half and a bit of the second be-
longed to Tunisia. The real France only
turned up in the last half hour of the
Group D clash watched by 43,671 fans.

In the third minute, Eduardo Camav-
inga clipped hard on Khazri’s shin caus-
ing a short stoppage near the French
touchline. Ibrahima Konate of France
did well at the backline twice in the first
five minutes as Tunisia won their first
corner which was wasted.

Randal Kolo Muani, who charged
into the Tunisian box, was beaten to the
ball by 'keeper Aymen Dahmen. Nader
Ghandri, on a beautiful cross by cap-
tain Khazri, deflected the ball into the
French net but the Tunisian euphoria
lasted only a moment as the linesman
declared the goal offside in the 8th
minute.

Tunisia, clearly looking far more en-
ergetic, continued playing with chal-
lenging pace in the first 10 minutes as
the boys in blue looked ragged. Wajdi
Kachrida clipped a cross from the flag
post but France’s Axel Disasi headed the
ball for a corner.

Khazri, moments later, charged into
the French box and tripped rather piti-
fully. The referee saw no foul play in the
move and refused Tunisian pleas for
a penalty. France managed their first
corner in the 16th minute which was
followed immediately by another but
both wasted by the defending champi-
ons. Tunisia’s Anis Ben Slimane, close
to the six-yard box, overbalanced and
missed the chance to shoot under pres-
sure from France’s Raphael Varane in
the 17th minute.

With plenty of short passing and
runs down the flank, the Tunisian side
showed poise and purpose in the first 24
minutes of the fast-paced match.

Moments later, France wasted a gold-
en opportunity to score when Kings-
ley Coman - fed by Youssouf Fofana
- drilled a left-footed drive that was
tad wayward from close to the six-yard
box. Shortly afterwards Kechrida was
slapped with a yellow for a rough tackle
on Camavinga.

Ben Slimane managed a snap-head-
er from close range - after a cross by
Khazri - but his deflection from close

‘ Tunisia were right up for it
while we were timid, late into

the challenges and made too

many errors, even if we did
dobetter at the end when some
more experienced players came
on. This result means we haven't
met all our objectives but the
mostimportant one was tobe in
thelast16

— Didier Deschamps,
France coach

range lacked pace as French ’keeper
Steve Mandanda collected the ball with
ease. In the 33rd minute, Ghandri glided
into the French box on a cross but Ca-
mavinga smartly headed the ball for a
corner.

Ben Slimane picked out Khazri with
aneat cross close to the first-half whis-
tle. Khazri charged into the French box
and slipped in a low cross but none of
the Tunisian players were in position
to deflect the ball home, In the last kick
before the players trudged off, Khazri
went long-range but his shot sailed
above the French crossbar.

With FIFA president Gianni Infan-

‘ Of course we are disappoint-
ed tobe going out because
we didn’t do enoughin the
first two matches so we are
left with a bit of abitter taste but I
think we have made the Tunisian
people proud. They still had
top-class players out there but we
were superb and I think the result
isdowntous.
— Wahbi Khazri,
isia captain

)
S TUNISIA : FRANCE
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tino watching from the VIP enclosure,
France seemed a coordinated bunch in
the first five minutes of the second half.

Tunisia’s Aissa Laidouni swivelled
past Fofana and then quickly unleashed
a powerful shot that sailed above the
crossbar in the 51st minute.

In the 58th minute, Tunisia opened
the scoring with a stunning solo effort
after a clumsy Fofona lost the ball. Af-
ter picking up a short cross from close
to the halfline, Khazri charged ahead at
stunning speed with a defender in tow.
After getting close to the box, Khazri
- with French defender Disasi all set
to produce a sliding tackle, managed a
left-footed drive low and left to the out -
stretched hand of keeper Mandanda.
Coach Dechamps clearly had enough
of the poor football on display from
France in the first hour and he brought
on Mbappe, William Saliba and Adrien
Rabiot to replace Varane, Coman and
Jordan Veretout.

In the 72nd minute, Kolo Muandani
was crowded out by Tunisian back-
line after reaching the Tunisian box.
Mbappe - close to the Tunisian box -
picked up the loose ball and slipped in
a cross for Matteo Guendouzi. The ball
had too much pace and went out of play
in a disappointing end for the defending
champions.

Substitute Ousmane Dembele, in an
ambitious attempt, curled in a long-
range left-footed shot that suddenly
dipped on Tunisian keeper Dahmen
who had to put in a hurried dive to col-
lect the ball. In the 81st minute, Dem-
bele tried another long-range shot -
this time a low ball that was collected
by Dahmen. Rabiot - on a long cross
from the edge of the Tunisian box fol-
lowing a chip from Dembele - went for a
full left-footed volley but the shot went
out of play with an awkward bounce on
the ball.

Mbappe pinged a powerful shot in
the 88th minute but keeper Dahman
slapped the ball away. Seconds later,
Kolo Muani unleashed a powerful shot
from the edge of the box but the ball
sailed past the goalpost to the left of
Dahmen. Ininjury time, Antoine Griez-
mann volleyed home from close range.
After a slight delay, the referee sought
the VAR review that showed Griezmann
to be offside.

o 1

5 Shots 10
3 Shots on Target 3
4 Chances Created 7
7 Corners 8
3 Saves 2

3 Offsides 2
14 Fouls 6
1 Yellow Cards

0 Red Cards 0

France’s forward Kylian Mbappe stretches for the ball during the Qatar 2022
World Cup Group D match against Tunisia at the Education City Stadium. (AFP)
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Tunisia’s Wahbi Khazri celebrates scoring their first goal against France in their
Group D clash at Education City Stadium in Doha yesterday. (Reuters)
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Crgatia coach
toignore woes

of Belgium

‘Belgium are a top team, they have De Bruyne and Hazard and
we will not be fooled by media stories and some rumours’

Reuters
Al Rayyan

umours of Belgium’s

demise are greatly ex-

aggerated, Croatia’s

head coach Zlatko Dalic
said as he prepares his side for
today’s decisive Group F show-
down.

Croatia, who beat Belgium in
the 2018 semi-finals, need just
a point to guarantee progress to
the last 16 while FIFA second-
ranked side Belgium almost cer-
tainly need to win.

A shock 2-0 defeat by Mo-
rocco on Sunday was followed by
talk of rifts in the Belgium camp,
with playmaker Kevin de Bruyne
and defender Jan Vertonghen re-
portedly at loggerheads.

De Bruyne was also reported
to have said that Belgium’s so-
called Golden Generation is now
too old to win the World Cup,
but Dalic was having none of it
when asked yesterday.

“We are playing against the
second-best football team in
the world and they were number
one,” he told reporters. “They
are a great team and if we could
choose we would not have se-
lected this match to be the de-
cisive one. “We will not fool
ourselves by their under-per-
formance in the last two games.”

Croatia drew with Tunisia in
their opener but hit top form
in a 4-1 defeat of Canada, leav-
ing them in good shape going in
to the clash at the Ahmad Bin
Ali Stadium. Dalic has ruled out
any notion that Croatia would be
happy to play for a draw.

“We will play as we did against
Canada, high quality, high tem-
po. It’s going to be a difficult
game,” he said. “Belgium are
a top team, they have De Bru-
yne and Hazard and we will not
be fooled by media stories and
some rumours. We are expecting
the best of Belgium, a top-notch
national team.

“They haven’t become bad
football players overnight. I am
not focussed on any other as-
pects, we are just focussed on
their strength and quality”

Croatia players take part in a training session at the Al Erssal training site in Doha yesterday.
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Where: Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium, Al Rayyan

Croatia coach Zlatko Dalic.

Belgium have so far been
without  their = powerhouse
striker Romelu Lukaku but he
is expected to be back today
which could spell bad news for
Croatia’s defence.

“We are preparing for him to
start and that changes the Bel-
gium game,” Dalic said”He is
great in the air and is a great at-
tacker. But if we plan well we will
have half our work done and the
other half will be on the pitch.”

Lukaku’s former Chelsea
teammate Mateo Kovacic had
some simple advice for his team-
mates on how to deal with Lu-
kaku. “I will leave that to the
coach but I will say ‘just don’t
fight him.”

© When: Today, 6pm
LL, Capacity: 45,032

pish

Key stats:

all of which went to extra time.
Previous meetings:

each and two draws.

@ A draw for Croatia will be enough to see them into the last 16, while
Belgium will then be relying on Canada defeating Morocco by three
goals to stand a chance of a knockout place.

@ A win for Belgium will see them finish above Croatia in Group F.

@ Michy Batshuayi is the only player to score for Belgium at the 2022
World Cup so far, but Romelu Lukaku has returned to fitness and
could start in his place. Midfielder Amadou Onana is suspended
having picked up two yellow cards.

@ Croatia’s 4-1 win over Canada in their previous game was the sec-
ond time they have netted four goals in a World Cup fixtureThey
also beat Cameroon 4-0 in 2014.

@ Croatia reached the semi-finals in their debut at the World Cup
finals in 1998. They featured in the final at the last edition of the
tournament in 2018 but fell to France 4-2.

@ To reach the 2018 final, Croatia were the first team at a World Cup
to come from behind in three successive knockout round matches,

@ Croatia and Belgium have met on eight occasions since their first
clash in 2000. The head-to-head record is even with three wins

@ Their previous fixture was a 1-O friendly win for Belgium in June last
year. This is their first meeting at the World Cup finals.

Morocco ‘ready to fly African flag high

Reuters
Al Rayyan

orocco will play to

win against elimi-

nated Canada in

their final World Cup
Group F match today to fly the
African flag high even though a
draw would be enough to send
them through, coach Walid Re-
gragui said yesterday.

The North Africans are seek-
ing to reach the knockout stage
of the World Cup for the first
time in nearly four decades.

“It will be like playing a final)”
Regragui told a news conference.
“Canada have nothing to lose.
They are already out and it is up
to them to hold their heads high.
We also have a lot to get out of
the game and alot to lose”

After snatching a goalless
draw against 2018 World Cup fi-
nalists Croatia, Morocco sealed
their first World Cup win in 24
years with a 2-0 victory over
Belgium 2-0 on Sunday.

Today’s opponents Canada are
already out of the tournament
after losing their two first games,
but they will want to leave on a
high and record their first ever
World Cup victory.

“We are motivated and we
know that as long as the referee
does not blow the whistle we

Morocco’s coach Walid Regragui
attends a press conference at
the Qatar National Convention
Centre in Doha yesterday.

have not qualified or achieved
anything,” Regragui said.

“The most important thing
is after the game to move to the
next round. We hope to fly the
flag of African football high”

A win or draw would make
sure Morocco advance to the
Round of 16 for the first time
since 1986.

If Canada prevail, Morocco
will need Belgium to beat Croatia
in the other Group F match, with
the goal difference determining
if they or Croatia advance.

“What we wanted is to be am-
bassadors of our own destiny
and not rely on other results,”
the coach said”Either a win or a
draw, this is what we need.

I don’t care what Canada
need. They want to make their

own history. Now it is our role to
demonstrate that we are worthy
of advancing.”

“It would be an error to go in
and give it 20 or 30%. We face a
team who want to win it. We are
there to win as well. Looking for
the draw would be a mistake.”

Their victory over Belgium
sparked euphoria among play-
ers, wild celebrations among
fans — and even riots in Brussels.
Regragui called on Morocco fans

in Europe to celebrate the result
with respect for the country they
live in.

“I think it is very difficult
to see people doing that,” he
said”They need to respect the
country they were born in and
where they live”

“But these (rioters) are not
Moroccan people. You need to
respect everyone. You can have a
party but need to be respectful. I
don’t like what happened.”

(0) 4
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E When: Today, 6pm Where: Al Thumama Stadium, Doha

Capacity: 44,400

Key stats:

a maiden win.

Previous meetings:

match ending in a draw.

@ Alphonso Davies scored Canada’s first ever goal at a men’s
World Cup in a 4-1 Group F loss to Croatia.

@ Back in the World Cup after their only previous appearance in
1986, Canada head into their meeting with Morocco still seeking

@ Canada topped the CONCACAF qualifying table, scoring more
and conceding fewer goals than any other team.

4 Morocco became the first African team to advance out of the
group stage of a World Cup in 1986.

@ Morocco’s 2-0 Group F win over Belgium marked their first
World Cup victory since they beat Scotland in 1998.

Canada and Morocco have met three times, all international
friendlies, with the North Africans winning two and the other
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Under-pressure
Belgiumnot ‘in crisis
mode, says Castagne

AFP
Doha

elgium are not in
“crisis mode” ahead
of their crucial World
Cup match against
Croatia despite rumours of
infighting and division in the
squad, full-back Timothy
Castagne said yesterday.

The world’s second-
ranked side have to win at the
Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium today
to be sure of reaching the last
16 after a surprising 2-0 loss
to Morocco.

Belgium have reached at
least the quarter-finals at
each of the past four major
tournaments but have strug-
gled in Qatar, labouring to a
1-0 win over Canada in their
opener.

However, Leicester de-
fender Castagne said spirits
in the camp were high.

“Our confidence isn’t as
low as people think,” he said.
“We know that we have our
destiny in our own hands. It’s
true we didn’t play so well
in the first two matches but
we’re not in crisis mode like
some people are saying in the
press.”

Belgium will have to push
for the win as a draw would
leave them needing Morocco
to lose heavily to Canada in

el v cal .»ﬁf_o.:_.ﬂ.' : o
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order for the Belgians to go
through.

Morocco, like Croatia,
can secure their place in the
knockout phase by avoiding
defeat. Kevin De Bruyne said
before the Morocco game
that Belgium were “too old”
to win the tournament, a
comment Jan Vertonghen ap-
peared to refer to in an angry
post-match interview.

Seven of Belgium’s start-
ing XTI against Morocco are in
their 30s, while 10 of the 14
players who featured in the
2018 semi-final loss to even-
tual winners France are still
in the squad.

Players held clear-the-air
talks for over an hour after
the defeat by the north Afri-
can team.

“I don’t think Kevin meant
anything bad by what he said
and we know Italy won the
Euros with (Leonardo) Bo-
nucci and (Giorgio) Chiellini
at the back, so age isn’t al-
ways a factor,” said Castagne.

“I don’t think we should be
targeting one or two players
who have not been playing to
the best of their ability. We're
all in this together...I don’t
think age is a key factor and
I don’t think we played badly
because Kevin said that.”

‘FAKENEWS’
Goalkeeper Thibaut Cour-

] ll, .|
r ,

tois had already hit out at
“invented stories” about the
Belgian players and coach
Roberto Martinez criticised
“fake news” yesterday.

“Some people are quite
happy to jump on fake news,
which is quite astonishing,”
said the Spaniard.

“It shows you that maybe
there is more desire to find
negative news about the
team rather than enjoy the
best generation of talent
that we’ve ever had in Bel-
gian football.

“Whoever’s come up with
it (the rumours of an alter-
cation) has scored a great
goal, an own goal for Bel-
gium....Whoever’s done it,
is genius.”

Martinez defended his
players, who have given Bel -
gium an unprecedented pe-
riod of success.

Six members of the cur-
rent squad have won 100
caps or more, with Courtois
set to join that club today.

“This generation is the
golden generation of Belgian
football, there is no doubt,”
said Martinez.

“They got a bronze medal
at the 2018 World Cup and
kept the national team at the
top of the world rankings for
four years....Leaving a leg-
acy goes a lot further than
winning a tournament.”

: 2 ey
From left: Belgium’s assistant coach Thomas Vermaelen, defender Timothy Castagne, forward
Eden Hazard, forward Romelu Lukaku and midfielder Kevin De Bruyne take part in a training
session at the Salwa Training Site, southwest of Doha, yesterday.

Canada’s campaign
nearly over but new
journey set tobegin

Reuters
Al Rayyan

or Canada an early
exit from the Qatar
World Cup will not
mark the end but a
beginning, the first step for
a young group on the road
to the 2026 soccer showcase
that they will co-host with
the United States and Mexico.

With straight losses to Bel-
gium and Croatia, the Cana-
dians enter their final Group
F match against Morocco to-
day knowing they are headed
home no matter the result.

But coach John Herdman
made it clear his men still
have plenty to play for with
one more shot at a historic
maiden win.

Appearing at the World
Cup for just the second time,
Canada came to Qatar with a
long to do list after failing to
win a game or even find the
back of the net in Mexico 36
years ago. Some of those ob-
jectives have been achieved,
including a first goal from
talisman Alphonso Davies in
a4-1loss to Croatia.

But a first World Cup win
against Morocco, who are in a
fight for top spot in the group,
would be the highlight of the
tournament for the Canadi-

ans and provide the perfect
launch pad for 2026.

“The team set clear goals
coming in here,” Herdman
told reporters yesterday.
“First team to score a goal,
first team to show up fear-
less, first team to keep a clean
sheet, first team to get a re-
sult, first team to get a win.

“We’ve missed out on be-
ing the first team to get out of
the group stage.

“But we believe those goals
are still available, there’s a
desire and a hunger and all
the players have bought in.”

After finishing top of CON-
CACAF qualifying ahead of
regional powerhouses the
United States and Mexico,
Canada arrived at the World

Canada players during a training session at the Umm Slal SC
training facilities, yesterday.

Cup with high expectations.

They were applauded for
their appealing attacking
flair, but Qatar has been an
eye-opener as the team often
appeared overwhelmed on
sport’s biggest stage.

In the end Qatar turned
into a learning experience
and there were hard lessons,
even for Herdman. It was a
more humble and reflective
Herdman fielding questions
yesterday, heaping praise on
Morocco and on his own men.

“We had great moments
against Belgium and Croatia,
football moments we can be
proud,” said Herdman. “To-
morrow is a real opportunity
for our country, our players to
keep stepping forward”
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Australiareachlast16
and send Denmark home

The Socceroos progressed to the knockouts behind holders France in Group D and will play winners of Group C

AFP
Doha

ustralia coach Graham

Arnold hailed the Soc-

ceroos’ “remarkable”

achievement after they
reached the last 16 of the World
Cup for only the second time
with a 1-0 win over Denmark
yesterday.

Winger Mathew Leckie scored
the winner on the hour with a
smart run and finish to extin-
guish Denmark’s Qatar hopes at
the group stage.

Australia, who made the
knockout rounds in 2006 when
they had Harry Kewell, Tim Ca-
hill and Mark Viduka in their
ranks, have now won back-to-
back World Cup games for the
first time.

They progressed to the knock-
outs behind holders France in
Group D and will play the win-
ners of Group C.

Poland are top of that group
going into the final round of
matches.

The current Australia team
do not have the stars of yester-
year but they make up for it with
spirit and hard work, and showed
flashes of quality in a strangely
subdued encounter.

“Iam just so proud of the play-
ers’ work ethic, their commit-
ment, their fight,” said Arnold,
who was assistant to Guus Hid-
dink during Australia’s run to the
last 16 in Germany in 2006.

“We had some moments
there (against Denmark) but de-
fensively we were outstanding
tonight”

The 59-year-old, whose side
were thumped 4-1 by France
at the start of the tournament,
added: “I truly believe that the
Socceroos are the team that unite
the nation?”

“Maybe we are talking about a

‘Ié AUSTRALIA

Aﬁstralia’s forward Mathew Leckie (left) celebrates scoring His team’s fi

Denmark at the Al Janoub Stadium in Al Wakrah yesterday.

new ‘golden generation’ now,” he
added, in a nod to the stars of 16
years ago.
European
semi-finalists

Championship
Denmark, who

had to win to stand any chance of
going through, were on top in the
early stages.

Denmark’s Mathias Jensen,
the Brentford midfielder, shot

31.2%
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8 Shots 13
4 Shots on Target 3
7 Chances Created 10
2 Corners 6
3 Saves 3
Possession
1 Offsides 3
n Fouls 10
2 Yellow Cards 1

0 Red Cards 0

powerfully at goal and was de-
nied by goalkeeper Mathew Ryan
in the 11th minute.

Socceroos captain Ryan was
in the thick of it again soon af-

Hughton plays valuable role

for Ghanain the shadows

Reuters
Doha

hris Hughton sat high

in the stands, stuck

among the media in his

green Ghanaian train-
ing garb, messaging down advice
on a two-way radio to the bench
as the west Africans beat South
Korea on Monday to win their
first points of the World Cup in
Qatar.

The former Brighton & Hove
Albion manager, and Republic of
Ireland international fullback, is
a key but almost invisible mem-
ber of the coaching team, look-
ing now to plot the downfall of
Uruguay tomorrow and win for
Ghana aplace in the last 16 of the
tournament in Qatar.Hughton,
who turns 64 next month, has
kept a low profile in Qatar in
his role as technical adviser but
there is little doubt he is an inte-
gral part of Ghana’s brains trust.

“He’s got a lot of experience
and knowledge and he’s always
trying to give his best for the
team,” said coach Otto Addo,
who was a surprise choice for
Ghana after a disastrous Africa
Cup of Nations finals in January
and parachuted in only weeks
ahead of their World Cup playoff
against Nigeria in March.

Addo had no previous sen-
ior coaching experience but has
been working at youth level in
Germany for more than a dec-
ade.

Hughton, whose father was
born in Ghana and was visit-
ing the country at the time, was
asked to help.

Ghana scraped through that
Nigeria tie, with some fortune,
and the coaching team was kept
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in place for the World Cup.

“We have a very good rela-
tionship. Chris Hughton is a very
experienced coach,” Addo added
earlier this week.

“He takes a lot of things out of
my head for me to concentrate on
the team. And on the tactics, he’s
also given advice.We have good
exchanges with him, but also with
the other coaches like George
Boateng and Didi Dramani.”’

Hughton has also done much
in preparation. “He was here to
inspect the hotels. He was here
to organise everything. He’s
done a great job so far and he’s a
big help to me,” Addo said.

STRONG CONNECTION
Hughton has stayed in the shad-
ows during the World Cup but
in a recent interview with the
Mail on Sunday said of his role:
“Ido feel a strong connection to
the country. So when they asked
if I was prepared to help, using
my experience and knowledge,
the answer was always going to
be yes”

Hughton went to the 1990
World Cup with Ireland but did
not play. He did however win 53
caps over a 12-year spell while on
the books at Tottenham Hotspur
and West Ham United. His status
as a former Premier League man-

ager — he took Brighton up to the
top divisionin 2017 — gives him an
elder statesman’srole.

“I'm confident in the squad and
the coaching staff, but part of my
role should be to be realistic. Not
to dampen expectations, but to
speak honestly.

“One thing I’'m confident of is
the work Otto and the technical
staff have put in. This team is very
well-prepared and the players give
everything.

“We will have to play well and
we’ll need a bit of luck. But we’ve
seen in past tournaments that
anything is possible for a country
like ours”

DENMARK

68.8%

terwards,
the ball away with his feet after
an incisive run down the left by
Joakim Maehle.

Australia were just about on

oal beside teammate midfielder Riley McGree during the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group D match against

frantically hacking

top when a sterile first-half me-
andered to a goalless conclusion.

Australia and Denmark both
made one change at the break
and spectators at Al Janoub Sta-

dium would have been hoping it
might trigger a bit more action.

Jackson Irvine scooped over
the bar shortly after the restart
for Australia and then the news
filtered through that Tunisia had
taken a surprise 1-0 lead over
a weakened France team in the
58th minute.

Australia now needed to score
and on the hour mark they did
just that. Leckie found himself
one-on-one with an exposed
Maehle on the left and turned
him inside out before pinging the
ball into the bottom corner past
goalkeeper Kasper Schmeichel.

The 31-year-old Leckie said he
was so overcome with emotion
that he did not know how to cele-
brate. “I didn’t really know what
todo soIjust pounded my chest,”
he said, as Australia’s substitutes
poured off the bench to congrat -
ulate him. “It just shows what a
team we are, everyone is here for
each other”

DENMARKFLOP
Denmark are 10th in the FIFA
rankings and following their run
to the last four at the Euros last
year, had been touted by some as
dark horses in Qatar.

Coach Kasper Hjulmand was
at a loss to explain how his team
had exited the tournament with
just a solitary point.

They barely put up a fight as
their World Cup hopes slipped
away.

“It really irritates and frus-
trates me, and I am really sad,’
he said.

Hjulmand added: “There is
no doubt that we did not reach
our level...it is my responsibility.
There was too much emotion and
too little quality”

“All my waking hours I tried to
prepare as best I could,” he said.
“There was a lack of enthusiasm
and coherence...where did that
come from?”

Qatar no playground
for playmakers as
defenders clamp down

Reuters
Doha

high number of 0-0 draws in the group

stage of the Qatar World Cup has seen

playmakers squeezed out by defensive

solidity and organisation, closing down
the spaces that the world’s most creative players
usually thrive in.

The four scoreless draws in the first 16 games
in Qatar quickly eclipsed the one such stalemate
in the group stage in Russia in 2018, as teams
string five men across the back to protect them-
selves from the likes of Argentina’s Leo Messi,
Croatia’s Luka Modric and Denmark’s Christian
Eriksen.

“There’s a lot of teams out there who are say-
ing, ‘We’re not going to lose this game, we're
going to have to put in a very solid defensive
structure’Those playmakers generally need that
space,” former Australia international Alex Tobin
told Reuters.

“They need those sort of areas to play into, and
they haven’t had a lot of space here.”

Tobin has plenty of experience in facing down
the world’s best number 10s. He faced off against
Diego Maradona in the OFC-CONMEBOL play-
off for the 1994 World Cup, which the Argentin-
ians won 2-1 on aggregate.

“Maradona was the one where you could just
say, ‘I just can’t take anything for granted) be-
cause the guy will do something that you just
can'’t predict,” the former centre-back who won
87 caps for the Socceroos recalled.

“There were moments where I thought like a
regular defender, ‘Well, that player can’t do that’
And then I actually visually thought, no, that’s
Maradona, so I have to defend in a different way.”

UNDERDOG TACTICS
That Australia side almost upset one of the
world’s soccer superpowers using exactly the
kind of tactics that the underdogs in Qatar have
been deploying to great effect.

“Ithink it would be fair to say that the vast ma-
jority of teams have set up their stall with a very
strong defensive structure,” Tobin explained.

“Yes, they want to score goals, they want to go

From left: Christian Eriksen, Lionel Messi and
Luka Modric.

forward and so on, but they don’t want to take
too many risks to bring in the ball-players, the
creative players, attacking midfielders and strik-
ers who can do the damage down the other end.”

Asked if he feared skill more than speed in his
playing days, Tobin was unequivocal.

“Definitely speed...If I thought somebody was
one metre faster than me, I was always defend-
ing from 1.1 metre away, just so that I knew that
the ball over the top was something I could deal
with”

Australia got a taste of the combination of
speed and skill when they met Kylian Mbappe in
their opening 4-1 loss to France, and Tobin says
that defending against him is a team affair.

“The physical attributes of Mbappe are in-
credible. The skill that he has, of course, he’s
quality. He’s a cultured, quality player, as well as
aridiculous athlete. He’s hard to deal with so de-
fensively you just have to have support,” the 57-
year old explained.

“If there’s space in behind me, I'm going to
wait for support. The worst thing you can do
with Mbappe is to close him and say yeah, I'm
going to be the tough guy who’s goes in quickly.
He sees you coming, and then he moves the ball,
and then you're stuck.”

Despite his past as a teak-tough defender, To-
bin would like to see the creative players shine in
the knockout stage of the tournament.

“Iwould hope it’s the team with the best play-
ers that wins it, because I think in any World
Cup, you want those Maradona moments. Maybe
Messi can do that with the current Argentina
squad,” he said.
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‘Qatar 2022 is an achievement for the entire Arab world’

he FIFA World Cup Qa-

tar 2022 is in full swing

and fans across the globe

are enjoying a festival of
football at eight state-of-the-
art stadiums. For Qatar Legacy
ambassadors Ahmad Khalil, Tb-
rahim Khalfan and Adel Khamis,
the tournament is proving a huge
success for the entire Middle
East and Arab world.

“Everyone who has made their
way to Qatar has been amazed by
this once-in-a-lifetime festival.
From beautiful stadiums to won-
derful cultural experiences, fans
are able to immerse themselves
in our signature hospitality and
enjoy world-class football,”
said Khamis, a former attacking
midfielder for the Qatar national
team.

Many of the incredible venues
showcase local culture, includ-
ing the magnificent Al Bayt Sta-
dium, with its structure inspired
by the tents used by nomadic
peoples.

Star Pla—yer

“The FIFA World Cup in Qatar
is an achievement for the entire
Arab world. It gives us the op-
portunity to celebrate our cul-
ture, while showing off our foot-
ball pedigree. For far too long,
this region has been stereotyped
without us having the opportu-

L &

nity to show the world that we
are talented, determined and
peace-loving people. This World
Cup has given the opportunity
to change all that;” said Khalfan,
considered to be one of Qatar’s
greatest wingers of all time.

A total of four Arab teams are

w¢0@00~

taking part in the tournament,
with hosts Qatar competing in a
World Cup for the first time. The
Maroons were drawn in Group
A alongside the Netherlands,
Ecuador and Senegal. And al-
though they were knocked out
in the group stage, Khalil sees

)

the tournament as an important
milestone for local football.

“Even though Qatar’s results
were not what we hoped for, the
World Cup will be yet another
milestone for the sport’s growth
in the country. It will be a mem-
orable experience that will moti-

Rashiford ‘belongs’
onWorldCup

stage. Magiiire

arcus Rashford’s
eye-catching per-
formance in Eng-
land’s 3-0 win
against Wales shows he “be-
| longs” on the World Cup stage,
according to Manchester United
‘and international teammate
| Harry Maguire.
The 25-year-old forward
| played a starring role as Gareth
Southgate’s men wrapped up
\ their Group B campaign in style
. onTuesday to progress to thelast
4 16, where they will play Senegal.
Rashford opened the scoring
\ with abrilliant free-kick and was
- instrumental in the second goal,
' scored by Phil Foden, before de-
* livering the knockout blow in the
' 68th minute after a rampaging
- run down the right.
. Defender Maguire said he was
delighted to see his clubmate
¥ back in top form after a tough
. year in which he slipped out of
¥ the international picture due to
| fitness issues and aloss of form.
“I’m really pleased for Mar-
© cus,’ said Maguire.
“Over the last year or so ob-
viously he’s been out of the
~ England team and England set-
up. I think he’s really found his
form again this season for Man-

Bottom___Line

chester United. He’s a massive
player for our club.”

Rashford had not kicked a ball
for England since missing a pen-
alty in the Euro 2020 final shoot -
out against Italy last year when
he arrived in Qatar.

He endured a difficult season
for United following the defeat
at Wembley, making just 13 Pre-
mier League starts in 2021/22
and scoring just four times in the
top flight. But he forced his way
back into Gareth Southgate’s
squad after impressing for Unit -
ed this season.

And Rashford has made up
for lost time in Qatar, scoring a
goal as a substitute in England’s
opening 6-2 win against Iran be-
fore his two strikes on Tuesday.

“Throughout a long career
you're always going to have ups
and you’re always going to have
downs and it’s all about how you
bounce back from when you're
out of form and keep working
hard and he’s done that tireless-
ly;” said Maguire.

“I can’t speak highly enough
of Marcus. He’s a wonderful man
and he’s a great player. I think
tonight again he’s shown that he
belongs on this stage?”

Maguire, who is struggling to
command a first-team spot at
Old Trafford, said he had tried
to help Rashford rebuild his
confidence.

“I speak to Marcus a lot,”
said the United club captain. “I
try to give him as much belief
as I can. Marcus is a fantastic
player who has had a great ca-
reer up until now.

“I think the last year or so has
been difficult for him. All good
players rise to the top again and I
think if he keeps his head down,
he keeps working hard, first and
foremost for his club, he’ll get
opportunities for his country.

“When he gets that opportu-
nity, with the confidence that he
has, he’s a threat to anyone.”

Luke Shaw, whois also ateam-
mate of Rashford’s at United,
praised his man-of-the-match
performance against Wales.

“The talent he’s got, he can be
unplayable and I think tonight he
showed that,” said the left-back.

“He needs to deliver that
every single game he plays be-
cause he’s got the quality that
can make the difference. He’s
an unbelievable player”

“He took his chance to-
night,” he added. “It was his
time to start”

Rashford was vilified by a
section of England’s fanbase
after missing a spot-kick in last
year’s penalty shoot-out defeat
against Italy in the European
Championship final.

The Manchester United star,

one of three England players

who failed

to score their
penalty in

that  agonis-

ing shoot-out,
received racist
abuse on social
media in the im-
mediate aftermath
of the Wembley loss.

Rashford’s form for Unit- |
ed dipped dramatically last
season and for a while it
seemed he could be sold. f

But United manager | .
Erik ten Hag has revital-
ised Rashford since tak-
ing charge in the close-
season and his club
form had been impres-
sive heading into the
World Cup.

“It’s been a chal-
lenge for him. I went
and saw him in the
summer. I had a
long chat with him,” |
Southgate said. \

“He had some clear
ideas on things that he
needed to think about. You can
see with his club there has been
happiness in his performances.

“You can see that in train-
ing with us. We have got a
completely different player
than we had at the Euros last

year. It’s great for him and |

great for us”

vate a new generation of players
to play on the biggest football
stage in the world. Qatar’s foot-
balling future is bright - and
this tournament will be a huge
catalyst for further success,” said
Khalil, who led Qatar to the Ara-
bian Gulf Cup in1992.

He added: “What we have
achieved goes beyond foot-
ball. It’s an achievement that
brought together our talent and
determination, and embodies
our vision to build a modern na-
tion that celebrates humanity
and excellence.”

Foc—us

We deserve tobe
here, says Berhalter
after US sink Iran

AFP
Doha

nited States coach

Gregg Berhalter said

his team belonged

in the last 16 of the
World Cup on Tuesday after
defeating Iran 1-0 to set up a
second round showdown with
the Netherlands.

Five years after the Ameri-
cans suffered the shock of
failing to qualify for the 2018
finals in Russia, Berhalter has
led a youthful US team into
knockout rounds of the tour-
nament. Draws against Wales
and England were followed by
Tuesday’s nailbiting 1-0 win
over arch-rivals Iran to seal
qualification.

But while Sunday’s last 16
clash with the Netherlands
promises to be a step up in
class, Berhalter said his team
would have no trace of an infe-
riority complex.

“It’s a great opportunity, but
it’s not something that we’re
going into it thinking it’s an
honour,” Berhalter said.

“We deserve to be in the po-
sition we’re in. And we want to
keep going. We don’t want to
be going home next Wednes-
day.

“So for us it’s how we recov-
er from this game, and how to
play a very good Dutch team.
We have to come up with an
idea of how to beat them.”

Asked how far the United
States could go in Qatar, Ber-
halter replied: “Coming into
the tournament we had two
goals, the first was to advance
through the group stage.

“And from here anything
can happen. All we need to
do is play one game at a time.
There’s no need to even project
how far this team can go.”

The former US international
defender expressed particular
satisfaction that his team held
the line despite a second half
onslaught by Iran. The Ameri-
cans finished the group phase
with only one goal conceded -
a penalty against Wales - and
back-to-back clean sheets.

“That’s the first time in 92
years that we’ve got two shut-
outs at a World Cup so the boys
are doing something right,”
Berhalter said.

“The end of the game is re-
ally what I'm most proud of
because it was the mark of
determination, an extreme
amount of effort and a lot of
resiliency to hang in there and
get the win and not buckle”

The win avenged Ameri-
ca’s defeat to Iran at the 1998
World Cup. Berhalter spoke
before the game about his dis-
may at that loss, complaining
that Iran’s team had been more
motivated 24 years ago.

“I talked yesterday in the
press conference about the
1998 game and the guys not
having the appropriate inten-
sity to compete against Iran -
and today we had it,” Berhalter
said. “It was clear from the
opening whistle.”

Berhalter added that Tues-
day’s result was the sort of
performance that would make
US sports fans take the team to
its heart.

“We’ve talked about defin-
ing this group, and it starts to
take shape based on these per-
formances,” he said.

“You see how resilient this
group is, you see how unified
this group is, and what type of
energy they put into every sin-
gle game.

“And along the way there’s
some pretty good soccer.
That’s the American spirit the
way this group plays.”

“This is another step forward. This
speaks volumes for this woman, of
her commitment, especially in this
sport which is a very sexist one. It’s
very difficult to reach the point that
she has reached, I think it’s good for
football and a positive step for foot-
ball, to show that it’s opening up for
everyone.’

The 38-year-old Frappart will be
joined by Brazil’s Neuza Back and Mex-
ico’s Karen Diaz as she puts down an-
other marker for female officials having
also been the first woman to referee a
men’s World Cup qualifier in March.

Last week, she became the first
female official at a men’s World Cup
when she was fourth official for the
Poland v Mexico Group C tie, but to-
day she will be more in the spotlight.

Costa Rica’s midfielder Celso Borg-
es also welcomed her appointment
for such a high-profile game. “I think
it’s great and it’s a huge achievement
for women globally,” Borges, who is
playing in his third World Cup for the

Costa Ricans, told reporters. “If she is
there it’s because she has all the capa-
bilities to perform on this stage. She
has done it before in big matches so I
don’t see why tomorrow should be an
exception.

“I just hope she has a good match
and that we can help her make it an
easy match.”

Her appointment was also backed
by Germany manager Hansi Flick who
said he had “100% confidence” in
Frappart.

“She deserves to be here based on
her performance. I hope she is equally
looking forward to the game just like
we are, and I hope she can deliver a
good performance,” he said. Germa-
ny defender Lukas Klostermann also
welcomed the move, which he de-
scribed as “the most normal thing in
the game”

“I have never looked prior to the
game if it is a man or a woman that
will be with the whistle, and I hope it
will remain a normality,” he said.

| tephanie Frappart’s ap-
pointment as match referee
for téday’s crunch World Cup

a step forward for wom-
ist sport”, according to

1an Frappart will make
e leads the first all-fe-
g team at a men’s World
roup E match which Ger-
win to keep alive their
progressing to the last 16.
“spoke volumes” for
;nm.ltment toreachthe top
ion dominated by men.
dmirer of everything
conquered and I like the
t to keep on conquering
62-year-old Colombian

USA’s coach Gregg Berhalter reacts after the Qatar 2022 World
Cup Group B match against Iran at the Al Thumama Stadium in
Doha yesterday. (AFP)
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Cup upset against Spain
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COACH HAJIME MORIYASU IS WARY OF SPAIN'S THREAT BUT BACKED HIS PLAYERS TO SPRING ANOTHER SURPRISE

AFP
Doha

apan will try to pull the plug

on Spain’s “computer game”

football in their World Cup

showdown today, with the Blue
Samurai eyeing their second major up-
set of the tournament. Japan beat Ger-
many in their opening game of Group E
and they will book their place in the last
16 if they can add Spain to their collec-
tion of scalps.

Victory will not come easily for a
Japan team who came under pressure
for long periods against Germany and
stumbled to a stodgy 1-0 loss to Cos-
ta Rica in their second game. Coach
Hajime Moriyasu is wary of Spain’s
threat but backed his players to spring
another surprise.

“Tomorrow is going to be a high-
pressure game for our players but they
must believe in themselves and in their
teammates,” he said yesterday. “It’s al-
ways an important match - that never
changes. If the players can play to 100
percent of their potential, then the re-
sult will follow”

@ JAPAN vs SPAIN

strong” team who have “dynamism as
well as technique” Japan goalkeeper
Shuichi Gonda said Spanish players are
“good at being in the right place at the
right time” and warned his teammates
to have their wits about them.

“People say Spain play like a com-

When: Today, 10pm
Capacity: 45,857

Key stats:

@ Spain won the World Cup in 2010 — their only success to
date — while Japan have never progressed beyond the first
knockout round, which they have reached three times.

@ Spain will advance into the next round with a draw and a win
would seal top spot in Group E. Japan, who sit second, risk
losing out on a place in the knockout rounds to Germany or
possibly Costa Rica, unless they beat Spain.

@ Spain are the top scorers so far at the 2022 World Cup with
eight goals — seven of them coming in their opening match

against Costa Rica.

@ Japan’s Eiji Kawashima and Yuto Nagatomo are both ap-
pearing at their fourth World Cup. Yoshikatsu Kawaguchi and
Seigo Narazaki were the only two Japanese players who had

previously appeared at four.

Previous meetings: The teams have met only once before in a
friendly in 2001 won by Spain 1-0.

Ronaldo misses
Portugal training

Where: Khalifa International Stadium, Al Rayyan

AFP
Doha

ristiano Ronaldo did not train with his
Portugal teammates yesterday ahead of
their final World Cup group game against
South Korea. The Portuguese striker, 37, was
doing “specific recovery work” according to a source

from the Portuguese football federation.

Ronaldo, without a club since leaving Manchester
United during the tournament, scored a penalty in
his country’s opening win over Ghana. Portugal beat
Uruguay 2-0 in their second match to qualify for the
last 16, with Ronaldo appearing to claim a goal but he
did not touch the ball and it was awarded to team-

mate Bruno Fernandes.

A point against South Korea on Friday would be
enough to guarantee them top spot, while they could

also lose and stay first if Ghana drop
points or win but don’t make up a
three-goal deficit.

In part of Portugal’s train-
ing session, 21-year-old Benfica !
striker Goncalo Ramos joined 10 *
of the regular starters in a training
drill, in Ronaldo’s absence. Should
Ronaldo not feature against
South Korea, Ramos, RB
Leipzig striker Andre
Silva or AC Milan’s Ra-
fael Leao would be in
line to start.

“I'm prepared to be
on the pitch, like eve-
ryone who is available,’
Silva told a press confer-
ence. “It’s up to the coach
to choose. It’s up to me to
be prepared, and you can
be sure that Iam prepared.”

Spain won’t count chickens, must beat Japan: Enrique

Doha: Luis Enrique said Spain will
not count their chickens before they
are hatched when they face Japan
today, aiming to win and qualify for the
World Cup knockout phase. La Roja are
top of Group E on four points and are
guaranteed to progress with a draw,
but are aiming for all three points at
the Khalifa International Stadium.
Some have suggested that Spain
might benefit from coming second and
avoiding a potential quarter-final clash

¢ with Brazil, but their coach disagreed.

“We have reflected on it, but from a
professional point of view, imagine
this, that we were interested in coming
second,” Luis Enrique told a press

a consistent way - they have a style
and a plan of attack that they stick to,”
he said. “I don’t think they’re going to
change that depending on the oppo-
nent. They’ll stick to what they do.”
Both teams are likely to feature sev-
eral of the players who met i in the semi-

s 0 rear’s pandemic-de

AFP
Doha

Flick said he had no plans to step
down but said he knew the deci-
sion would not always be his to take.

oach Hansi Flick yester-
day laughed off sugges-
tions he would lose his
job if Germany crash out
of the World Cup at the group stage
for the second tournament in a row.
Germany must beat Costa Rica to-
day and hope Spain beat Japan to be
sure of reaching the last 16.

“Yes, from my side I can confirm
(it won’t be my last game),” Flick
said with a smile. “You never know
what’s around the corner but I am
looking forward to Germany’s home
European Championships (in 2024).
I have a contract until 2024. But
that’s still a long way away.”
Depending on other results, Ger-
many may need to win by as many as

conference yesterday.

“We’re in the 90th minute, stop-
page time arrives, and both games
are 0-0. And in the 95th minute with
15 seconds to go, Japan score and
Costa Rica score. You’ve speculated
for 95 minutes and been eliminated
in the 95th. Or the reverse. Germany
are winning their game 5-0 and we are
at 0-0, which is good for us, and then
we concede and we're out. When you
are convinced that your team is a very
good team and that we want to play
seven games, we don’t want to come
second. We want to finish first.

“That means playing against who-
ever itis in the next round, against the

Tokyo Olympics. Spain won that game
1-0 after extra time but Moriyasu be-
lieves his players are ready to take re-
venge in Qatar.

“It was very disappointing and both
myself and the players are still frus-
trated about it he said. “I think the

JSA

Germany coach Han5| Flick (centre) with his players durlng a tralnlng session at Al Shamal Stadium. (Reuters)

own hands”

to win the game,” he said.

Germany find themselves in this
position because they suffered a
shock defeat in their first match to

eight goals to avoid a second-suc-
cessive group stage exit, but Flick
said thoughts of goal difference had
not entered their mind despite Ger-
many “not having everything in our

“Ithinkit’s alittle disrespectful to
say we will score eight goals against
Costa Rica. We would be happy just

second team from Group F. Perfect.
Then in the quarter-finals against a
team from Group H. (Maybe) we’ll

play against Brazil, but first we have

to beat Japan. We will not count our
chickens before they are hatched. Top
level sport is not about speculation. We
have to do our homework and finish
first in the group.”

Japan earned a 2-1 win over Ger-
many in their first game, in one of the
surprises of the tournament so far.

Spain won the World Cup in 2010
and are among the fancied sides to lift
the trophy after a 7-0 romp over Costa
Rica in their first game and a 1-1 draw
against Germany.

I hope we can get a result to celebrate
this time.”

Japan are likely to be without influ-
ential midfielder Wataru Endo through
injury, although Moriyasu said right-
back Hiroki Sakai should be fit again
after Imssmg the Costa Rica game. A

ould give Japan their

OATAR AIRWA

Japan’s coach Hajime Moriyasu
attends a press conference at the
Qatar National Convention Centre in
Doha yesterday. (AFP)

biggest World Cup result ever but
Moriyasu insisted he was not feeling
the pressure.

“The question is whether we can play
our best or not - I hope we don’t have
any regrets in that regard,” he said. “We
always aim to win and that will be the
same again tomorrow.”

[

Japan players train yesterday on the eve of their FIFA World Cup Group E

match against Spain. (Reuters)

and I don’t feel it now”

Japan before snatching a draw with
Spain. Flick insisted he did not feel
under pressure ahead of the crucial
match. “What is pressure? In this
situation we are playing to go into
the round of 16, it’s nice and that’s
why we are here. “I don’t feel any
pressure. I didn’t feel it after Japan

Flick revealed that Kai Havertz
had been left out of the match
against Spain as the Chelsea for-
ward had a cold, not because of his
disappointing performance in the

Flick says he’ll keep ]ob 1f Germany exit World Cup

defeat to Japan. “Kai had a cold and
that’s why he didn’t play, it wasn’t
to do with his performance,” he said.

Flick said there were no fitness
issues in his side and said forward
Leroy Sane, whose appearance off
the bench coincided with Germa-
ny’s best phase of the match against
Spain, was a candidate to start to-
day. On whether Niclas Fuellkrug,
who scored Germany’s late equal-
iser against Spain as a substitute,
would make his full international
debut against Costa Rica.

5 GERMANY vs COSTA RICA E

When: Today, 10pm
Where: Al Bayt Stadium
Capacity: 68,895

Key stats:

Sweden in June 2018.

@ Since winning their fourth World Cup in 2014, Germany have won
only one game at the tournament — a group stage match against

€ Germany must pick up three points against Costa Rica to stay in

contention for a berth in the last 16.
@ Victory over Costa Rica coupled with a win for Spain against Japan

will see Germany qualify. Goal difference could come into the equa-
tion with a draw or Japanese victory in the other Group E game.

@ Keysher Fuller’s 81st-minute goal against Japan was Costa Rica’s first
shot on target in the tournament.

@ Costa Rica can reach the last 16 by defeating Germany. A draw

would also get them a spot in the next round if Spain overcome

comes into play.

Japan, but if the current group leaders lose then goal difference

Previous meetings: Costa Rica and Germany have met only once, in

the opening game of the 2006 World Cup.
Hosts Germany won that match 4-2.
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Argentina through despite
Messimiss, Poland squeezein

Saudi Arabia score late against Mexico to help losers Poland also qualify for the next round along with Argentina

Argentina’s Julian Alvarez (second right) celebrates with teammates after scoring against Poland during the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 match at Stadium 974 in Doha yesterday. (Reuters)

By Sahan Bidappa

Doha
M around Stadium
974 as the Argen-
tine captain stepped up to take a
penalty in the 39th minute. The
left-footed spot kick was, how-
ever, saved expertly by Poland
goalkeeper Wojciech Szczesny,
but the Messi chant only got
louder. The Argentina fans had
turned Doha into Buenos Aires
with their rhythmic chant, oc-
casionally banging their feet into
the shipping containers, of which
the Stadium 974 is made of.
After the opening game de-
bacle against Saudi Arabia, the
Group C game against Poland
was a must-win for Argentina
and one must have thought the

essi, Messi’ chant
reverberated

fans of the two-time champions
would have been nervous. On
the contrary, there was an extra
spring in their step. Their con-
fidence was justified as Messi
and his teammates reserved
their best performance when
they needed it the most. Messi’s
penalty miss was the only nega-
tive mark in their comfortable
2-0 win over Poland as the Al-
biceleste sealed a last 16 clash
against Australia thanks to sec-
ond-half goals from Alexis Mac
Allister and Julian Alvarez.
Their six points from two wins
- they also beat Mexico - en-
sured they topped the group and
avoided Group D toppers and
2018 world champions France.
Poland, who barely laid a glove
on their opponents yesterday,
also went through not before
facing some anxious moments.
Poland were hanging on for

their lives as Mexico had taken
a 2-0 lead in another Group C
game at the Lusail Stadium, with
another Argentine goal sending
them home.

They were only ahead of Mex-
ico on FIFA fair play rules for
having fewer yellow cards.

While Argentina came close
on many occasions, Mexico
themselves conceded in the
closing stages as Polish play-
ers waited on the pitch to know
their fate. Once the result was
out, there was a huge sigh of re-
lief from players even as a small
pocket of Polish fans celebrated
in the stadium.

Based on yesterday’s per-
formance they would know they
did not merit a place in the last
16 and with France coming next,
Poland need to up their game.

It was all Argentina yesterday
from the first minute as Messi
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pulled the strings. The 35-year-
old, playing his fifth and most
likely his last World Cup, was
livewire as usual in his 22nd ap-
pearance at the football show-

awarded a penalty
when Messi was
adjudged to have brought down
by Szczesny, while going for a
header. The decision - after the
referee looked at the pitch-side
VAR monitor - looked harsh and

justice was served when Szczes-
ny guessed his right and blocked
Messi’s kick. Lionel Scaloni’s
men didn’t have to wait long for
a breakthrough when the sec-
ond half resumed. With just one
minute in, Mac Allister’s feeble
connection off Nahuel Molina’s
cross trickled into the net as
Szczesny was finally beaten.
With their noses in front, Ar-
gentina grew in confidence as
they camped in Poland half. The
second goal came not far away
with Enzo Fernandez’s per-
fect pass finding Alvarez, who
smashed it into the top corner.
“We went out there thinking
we had to win,” said Messi after
the game. “The game against
Australia will be difficult - any-
one can beat anyone. It’s very
even, we have to prepare for the
game in the best way, as always.
I'm angry at missing that penal-

ty but the team came out strong-
er after my mistake,” he said.

Poland’s lynchpin Robert
Lewandowski, who has 18 goals
in 19 games for Barca this sea-
son, was left frustrated through-
out the game as he did not have
a single attempt on goal as his
team sat back from the first
whistle and rarely tested Argen-
tine goalkeeper Emiliano Mar-
tinez.

If not for, Poland would have
been gone home as Juventus
keeper made couple of fines and
take his team into the last-16 for
the first time since 1986.

“It was not a match for a striker
but I knew it would be like this,”
Lewandowski said. “For me, for
the Poland team, given the possi-
bilities we have, it was a success.
“No-one will remember what this
match was like - we will just be
getting ready for France”

Mexico exit on goal difference after late fight for World Cup survival

Reuters
Lusail

exico scored twice in five

second-half minutes in a

thrilling last-ditch effort

to stay in the World Cup
yesterday, beating Saudi Arabia 2-1
but agonisingly missing out on the
last 16 on goal difference.

Goals from Henry Martin and Luis
Chavez soon after the interval cata-
pulted Mexico back into contention,
but a string of superb saves by Saudi
keeper Mohamed al-Owais and two
disallowed efforts denied the South
Americans the elusive goal they
needed to advance.

Netherlands (Q)

The match went right down to
the wire and at one point looked like
Mexico would miss out to Group C
rivals Poland by virtue of having ac-
crued more yellow cards, but Saudi
striker Salem al-Dawsari netted in
stoppage time to make goal differ-
ence the decider.

Mexico’s exit ended a run of sev-
en successive last-16 appearances
at the World Cup and the defeat
for Saudi Arabia killed off what had
looked to be a realistic chance of ad-
vancing from the group stages for
the first time in 28 years.

Having failed to score in their
opening two Group C matches,
Mexico’s chances of progressing had
looked slim going into the match,

Senegal (Q)

hinging on the outcome of the game
between Argentina and Poland
which Argentina won 2-0 to top the
group.

Urgently needing to beef up their
goal difference, Mexico took the
game to Saudi Arabia from the start
and never stopped running, pepper-
ing the goal with long-range efforts
in a desperate bid to wrest control of
their own fate.

Orbelin Pineda and Chavez were
the engines in a high-octane match
that the Saudis struggled to get into,
defending with desperation.

Mexico broke the deadlock two
minutes after half-time, when Cesar
Montes’s deft back-heel from a cor-
ner found Martin who bundled the ball

England (Q)

over the line in a crowded goalmouth.

They doubled their lead on 52
minutes in the tense clash when
Chavez’s powerful free kick 20 me-
tres out sailed into the corner of the
goal beyond the reach of al-Owais,
sparking wild Mexican celebrations
on the field.

Lozano found the net but his goal
was disallowed and Mexico battled
hard to get the decisive third but
were denied constantly by the re-
flexes of al-Owais in the Saudi goal.

Substitute Uriel Antuna had a
stunning late effort disallowed for
offside four minutes from time before
al-Dawsari shattered Mexican hopes
when he grabbed a Saudi consolation
goal deep into stoppage time.
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Poland’s Grzegorz Krycho
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wiak and Wojciech Szczesny (fight) celebrate after the
match as they qualified for the knockout stages. (Reuters)
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