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Saudi sole bidder 
to host 2027 Asian 
Cup aft er India exit 
AFP
Kuala Lumpur

S
audi Arabia yesterday 
became the sole bidder 
to host the 2027 Asian 
Cup after India with-

drew its bid.
The Asian Football Confed-

eration (AFC) said in a state-
ment that the All India Football 
Federation had pulled out from 
the selection. The statement 
did not provide any reasons for 
India’s decision. In October 
the AFC’s executive committee 
shortlisted India and Saudi Ara-
bia as potential hosts.

“The Asian Football Confed-
eration has been officially no-
tified by the All India Football 
Federation (AIFF) of their deci-
sion to withdraw their bid from 
the AFC Asian Cup 2027 host 

selection process,” the regional 
body said yesterday without 
elaborating.

Three-time champions Saudi 
Arabia will now probably host 
their fi rst AFC Asian Cup.

The AFC Congress will for-
mally decide the host in the 
Bahrain capital of Manama in 
February next year. Saudi Arabia 
caused one of the biggest shocks 
in the ongoing World Cup in Qa-
tar when they beat Argentina 2-1 
in their opening match. But the 
team were not able to advance 
past the fi rst round. 

The 2023 Asian Cup will also 
be hosted by Qatar. It was previ-
ously set to be held in China but 
the country withdrew because of 
Covid. The Asian Cup is staged 
every four years. Qatar won the 
tournament’s last edition, in 
2019, which was hosted by the 
United Arab Emirates.
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C
ristiano Ronaldo is in talks 
to sign a blockbuster deal with 
Saudi Arabian side Al Nassr fol-
lowing his high-profi le exit from 

Manchester United, club sources told 
AFP yesterday.

One source said the club were in “se-
rious negotiations” with the 37-year-
old but an agreement had not yet been 
reached because of issues with Ronaldo’s 
image rights. The Portuguese forward left 
United last month after giving an explo-
sive TV interview in which he took aim at 
the club and coach Erik ten Hag.

Ronaldo will sign a two-and-a-half 
year deal worth nearly 200mn euros 
($210mn) a season, starting in Janu-
ary, according to a report by Spanish 

newspaper Marca.
However, another source at the 

Saudi club told AFP that nothing had 
been signed.

Ronaldo said he had rejected a huge 
deal to join a Saudi club in his hard-hit-
ting interview.

The fi ve-time Ballon d’Or winner could 
join Colombian goalkeeper David Ospina 
and Cameroon midfi elder Vincent Abou-
bakar, who currently play at Al Nassr. 

The Portugal captain became the fi rst 
player to score at fi ve men’s World Cups 
when he netted a penalty in their opening 
3-2 win over Ghana in Qatar.

Portugal, aiming to win a fi rst World 
Cup trophy, face Switzerland today in 
the last 16. The striker helped his team 
triumph at Euro 2016 and has won an 
impressive haul of silverware across a 
glittering club career with United, Real 
Madrid and Juventus.

Ronaldo will sign a two-and-a-half year 
deal worth nearly $210mn a season, 
starting in January, according to a report
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M
orocco coach Walid 
Regragui has urged 
his team to believe 
they can defeat pow-

erhouse Spain as they attempt to 
reach a fi rst World Cup quarter-
fi nal.

The north African side are in 
the last 16 for only the second 
time after advancing as winners 
of Group F ahead of 2018 run-
ners-up Croatia, having defeated 
Belgium and Canada in Qatar.

“It will be a very testing game 
for us. We’re coming up against 
one of the best footballing na-
tions in the world. I think they’re 
one of the favourites to reach the 
fi nal,” Regragui said yesterday.

“That said, we’ve also got 
things up our sleeve. We’ve had 
one extra rest day compared to 
them and we’re going to try and 
pull a surprise out of the bag. 

“If we’re able to send Spain 
packing I think this will be a 
wonderful surprise not only for 
us but for our country.”

Spain denied Morocco a fa-
mous win at the 2018 World Cup 
with a last-gasp equaliser in a 2-2 
draw, the only point the Moroc-
cans picked up in Russia.

“We’re not seeking revenge 
at all. We’re not looking at what 
happened in the past,” said Re-
gragui, who was appointed in 
August.

“We’ve got a new generation 
and, for me, the mentality has to 
change with the Moroccan team. 
All the negative aspects, that’s 
the old Morocco, we’ve changed. 
Our country’s changed.”

Morocco, the lone Arab na-
tion and the last African team 
remaining in Qatar, will have the 
vocal backing of thousands of 
fans for today’s game at Educa-
tion City Stadium.

“We’ll come out swinging. 
We want to hoist the Moroccan 

fl ag way up high. We’re playing 
fi rst and foremost for us and our 
country,” said Regragui. 

“All Arabs and Africans, we 
want to make them happy. We 
want their prayers and we want 
their support so it can give us 
that extra ingredient to win. Be-
fore it was just the Moroccans 
that supported us.” 

Morocco would become just 
the fourth African team to reach 
the quarter-fi nals - after Cam-
eroon in 1990, Senegal in 2002 
and Ghana in 2010 - if they beat 
the 2010 champions.

Morocco’s only other appear-
ance in the last 16 came in 1986, 
when they lost 1-0 to eventual 
runners-up West Germany.

“I don’t think we should go out 
with any sort of complex,” said 
Regragui. “Yes, we’re the under-
dog, but we know what Spain are 
made of and the recipe is easy. We 
shouldn’t be worried, we should 
have no regrets and give the best 
of ourselves.”
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Coach Luis Enrique set each of his players the ‘homework’ of practising 1,000 penalties ahead of the World Cup

AFP
Doha

S
pain coach Luis Enrique 
set each of his players the 
“homework” of practis-
ing 1,000 penalties ahead 

of the World Cup, saying he is 
convinced they are not a lottery.

The 2010 world champions 
face Morocco in the last 16 today, 
with the threat of extra-time and 
penalties looming in the knock-
out phase of the tournament in 
Qatar.

Spain beat Switzerland on 
penalties at last year’s Euro 2020 
but were eliminated on spot-
kicks by Italy in the semi-fi nals.

“Over a year ago, in one of the 
Spain camps, I told them they 

had to get here with at least 1,000 
penalties taken,” Enrique said 
yesterday.

“I imagine that they have done 
their homework. If you wait until 
getting here to practise penal-
ties... (it won’t be enough).

The Spaniard insisted spot 
kicks were “not a lottery”.

“It’s a moment of maximum 
tension, a time to show your 
nerve, and that you can shoot 
the penalty in the way you have 
decided, if you have trained it a 
thousand times,” he said.

“It says a lot about each player. 
It’s trainable, manageable, how 
you manage the tension. It’s in-
creasingly less luck - the goal-
keepers have more infl uence.

“We have a very good goal-
keeper, any of the three can do 

very well in this situation. Every 
time we fi nish training I see a lot 
of players taking penalties.”

The Spain coach also respond-
ed to criticism over the team’s 
style of play - their commit-
ment to playing out from defence 
sometimes puts them under 
pressure in dangerous areas. Ja-

pan earned a shock 2-1 win over 
Spain, with their fi rst goal com-
ing after the European team lost 
the ball on the edge of their box 
and Ritsu Doan slammed home.

“Every team has their weap-
ons,” said Enrique. “We want to 
get the ball in the best way pos-
sible to the forwards,”  “If we 

have to hit a long ball, we’ll hit it. 
The interpretation has to be done 
on the pitch.” He said he did not 
agree with Spain’s critics.

“It doesn’t make sense to say 
that against Japan if we hoofed 
it away to clear our lines we 
wouldn’t have let in the fi rst 
goal,” he said. “We also wouldn’t 

have scored any goals if we kept 
kicking it long. We will keep 
playing the ball out from the 
back, it’s what we want.” En-
rique confi rmed that Cesar 
Azpilicueta had recovered from 
his knock against Japan and all 
26 players would be fi t to train 
ahead of the game.

This combination of pictures shows a file picture of Spain’s 
forward Alvaro Morata (left) celebrating after scoring against 
Japan at the Khalifa International Stadium in Doha on December 
1, 2022, and Morocco’s forward Youssef En-Nesyri celebrating 
after scoring against Canada at the Al Thumama Stadium on the 
same day. (AFP)

This combination of pictures 
shows Spain’s coach Luis 
Enrique (above) and Morocco’s 
coach Hoalid Regragui giving 
separate press conferences at 
the Qatar National Convention 
Center in Doha. (AFP)

From left: Spain’s forward Marco Asensio, defender Dani Carvajal, defender Jordi Alba and midfielder Marcos Llorente attend a training 
session at Qatar University in Doha. (AFP)

MOROCCO vs SPAIN

When: Today, 6pm     Where: Education City Stadium, Al Rayyan
Capacity: 44,667

Key stats:
Morocco are undefeated in six matches with coach Walid 

Regragui who took over the team in September. They have 
conceded one goal only, against Canada in their last match.

  Morocco have reached the last 16 for the second time since 
1986. It is the first time an Arab coach has guided a team to 
the knock-out stages.

Luis Enrique took over Spain in July 2018 after their elimination 
from the World Cup in Russia but quit in June 2019 for personal 
reasons. He rejoined the national team four months later.

  Enrique led Spain to the semi-final of Euro 2020 last year, 
then to the final of the European Nations League before 
losing to France.

Previous meetings: Morocco have played Spain three times 
since 1961, including once at the World Cup. Spain won twice, 
but the third ended in 2-2 draw at the World Cup in Russia four 
years ago. 

Morocco to ‘come out swinging’ against Spain

Morocco’s players attend a training session at the Al Duhail SC Stadium in Doha on the eve of the Qatar 2022 World Cup Round of 16 match 
against Spain. Morocco are the lone Arab nation and the last African team remaining in the knockout stages of the tournament. (AFP)

MOROCCO’S HAKIMI UP AGAINST COUNTRY OF HIS BIRTH AT WORLD CUP
Doha: Achraf Hakimi was born in Madrid 
but will have little hesitation plotting the 
downfall of Spain when he and his Moroc-
can teammates take on the 2010 World 
Cup winners today.
The flying wingback is one of the key 
players in the north African outfit whose 
last-16 match in the Qatar World Cup 
against Spain, at the Education City Sta-
dium in Al Rayyan, gives them a chance 
to reach the World Cup quarter-finals for 
the first time.
Hakimi could even have been on the op-
posite side, as he was called up when still 
a teenager for Spain’s junior team.
“I felt it was not the right place for me, 
I did not feel at home. It was not for 
anything in particular, but it was not how 
I lived at home, which is the Arab culture, 
being Moroccan,” he told Spain’s Marca 
newspaper in the build-up to today’s 
clash.
Hakimi’s father was a vendor on the 
streets of Madrid and his mother cleaned 

houses. Their son was signed by Real 
Madrid at the age of seven, broke through 
to the first team, went to Borussia Dort-
mund on loan, won the Serie A title with 
Inter Milan and is now playing alongside 
Lionel Messi and Kylian Mbappe at Paris 
St Germain.

And he is still only 24 years old. It will not 
be the first time he plays against Spain. 
Hakimi was in the side that almost beat 
them in Kaliningrad in 2018, giving up an 
injury time equaliser in a 2-2 draw at the 
last World Cup in Russia. “Four years of 
experience since have meant I’ve come 

with a more mature mentality,” he said.
“Spain are a top five team and always 
come to the World Cup to win. But our 
coach has also taught us to have a win-
ning mentality; it doesn’t matter who we 
are up against. We are going to try to play 
our way and try to beat them. We finished 
first in the group and I think we deserve 
a little respect. I think that Spain knows 
that and that they have to be a little afraid 
of us. And why can’t we pull off  a surprise 
again?”, he wondered out loud.
Morocco secured their last-16 spot with 
a key 2-0 win over Belgium in the first 
round and then followed it up by beat-
ing Canada to win Group F with Croatia 
second.
“It is something unique, playing for your 
country. And especially now that we 
are making history. It’s incredible to see 
how people are living it with us, and that 
energy transmits a lot to us and gives us 
strength to continue and look to do great 
things,” Hakimi added.

Foc            us
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Much will be expected of the talented central midfielder when England face world champions France in the quarter-final

Spot            light

AFP
Al Khor

J
ude Bellingham’s out-
standing display in Eng-
land’s 3-0 World Cup win 
over Senegal announced 

the 19-year-old’s arrival among 
the global elite but now comes 
the biggest test so far of his 
young career.

Much will be expected of 
the supremely talented central 
midfi elder when Gareth South-
gate’s side face world champi-

ons France in Saturday’s quar-
ter-fi nal in Qatar. Bellingham 
helped create the opening two 
goals as England swatted aside 
Senegal in the last 16 on Sunday 
and the teenager delivered a fi ne 
all-round performance that left 
seasoned observers searching for 
superlatives.

“I think he’s a fantastic play-
er. He has everything with and 
without the ball, presses really 
well, gets around the pitch, tack-
les,” said captain Harry Kane.

“With the ball he can run, he 
can take players on, he can play a 

through-ball and as you saw to-
day he was really important with 
our goal,” said the England strik-
er.  “I like Jude a lot, he’s a really 
good person, he’s mature for his 
age and he’s got great leadership 
skills as well,” Kane added.

High praise indeed, but it is 
unlikely to go to his head —Bell-
ingham is accustomed to acco-
lades and well used to defying 
age expectations.

‘HE HAS EVERYTHING’ 
At 16 years and 38 days old, the 
son of a police sergeant became 

the youngest player to debut in 
the fi rst team at his boyhood club 
Birmingham City and 25 days 
later became the youngest player 
to score for the team.

When he was sold to Borussia 
Dortmund for a reported fee of 
25mn euros he became the most 
expensive 17-year-old in the 
history of the game and prompt-
ly became the German club’s 
youngest scorer.

He became a full England in-
ternational in November 2020, 
with only Wayne Rooney and 
Theo Walcott having played for 

the country at a younger age.
At last year’s Euros, Belling-

ham became the youngest Eng-
land player to have played at a 
major tournament and, at that 
time, the youngest player from 
any country to have featured in 
the European Championship.

“I’ve not seen a young mid-
fi elder perform like that for 
years,” former Manchester Unit-
ed midfi elder Roy Keane, now a 
television analyst, said after the 
Senegal match.

“Usually you see that from 
a world-class player who’s 26 
or 27. Everything he does in the 
game... we talk about his physi-
cality, but it’s what goes on in his 
brain. He’s got that maturity and 
decision-making.”

Keane, who is notoriously 
hard to impress, added that “the 
kid has everything”.

Keane’s old club were very 
close to signing Bellingham be-
fore he moved to Dortmund and 
this World Cup is only going to 

increase the interest among the 
top teams in Europe — and drive 
up Bellingham’s price.

Another former United cap-
tain-turned-pundit, Gary Nev-
ille, was impressed by the way 
Bellingham has coped on the 
biggest stage without any hint of 
being overawed.

“It’s the maturity and fear-
lessness that I can’t get my head 
around. I watched England play-
ers play for England for many 
years and the weight of the shirt 
was enormous,” said Neville.

“He just doesn’t feel it all, he 
looks like he belongs out there.”

BIGGEST TEST
It is a sign of the confi dence 
England have in Bellingham that 
against Senegal he was chosen to 
be left back to cover the defence 
when the central defenders ad-
vanced for a corner.

Southgate, who has consist-
ently been willing to give op-
portunities to young players, 

admitted that even he has been 
taken aback by the speed of Bell-
ingham’s development.

“I don’t think we could have 
predicted how quickly Belling-
ham could mature. In the last 
fi ve months that has gone to an-
other level,” he said. 

But now comes the real test 
at the World Cup for Belling-
ham and England, against Didier 
Deschamps’ world champions 
France and their outstanding 
striker Kylian Mbappe.

It is a challenge Bellingham be-
lieves he and England can rise to. 
“We’ve shown we can score goals, 
we can be clinical when it mat-
ters,” said the teenager.

“We scored at really good times 
and we showed we can keep a 
clean sheet again. If we want to 
win the next one that will be really 
important.”

It will indeed. But just as im-
portant for England will be 
whether their wunderkind can 
step up once again.

Sterling to return home 
aft er armed break-in

R
aheem Sterling will 
return home from 
England’s World Cup 
camp in Qatar with 

doubts over whether he will 
return in time for Saturday’s 
quarter-fi nal against France.

The English Football Asso-
ciation confi rmed the Chelsea 
forward was left out of Sun-
day’s 3-0 win over Senegal to 
deal with “a family matter”. 
According to reports in the 
British media, Sterling’s home 
was broken into by armed in-
truders while his family were 
in the property on Saturday 
night.

“At the moment clearly the 
priority is for him to be with 
his family. We’re going to sup-
port that and leave him to have 
as much time as he needs,” 
said England manager Gareth 
Southgate.

“At the moment it’s a situ-
ation he needs time with his 
family to deal with and I don’t 
want to put him under any 
pressure with that.

“Sometimes football isn’t 
the most important thing and 
family should come fi rst.”

Sterling has been a key play-
er for England during South-
gate’s six years in charge.

The 27-year-old has 20 
goals in 81 caps for his coun-
try, including one at the 2022 
World Cup in a 6-2 victory 
over Iran.

However, Sterling may have 
already been squeezed out of 
Southgate’s starting line-up 
for the last eight even if he 
does return to Qatar by the fi ne 
form of Bukayo Saka, Marcus 
Rashford and Phil Foden.

Saka and Rashford have 
each scored three times in 
the tournament, while Foden 
provided two assists in the 

routine win over Senegal.
“It didn’t impact the team 

selection,” Southgate said. 
“I spent a lot of time with 

Raheem this morning.
“We are obviously mindful 

of him being allowed space 
and his privacy respected. 
He’s heading home to Eng-
land.

“It’s not ideal for the group 
ahead of a big game but it 
pales into insignificance. 
The individual is more im-
portant than the group in 
that situation.” (AFP)

England’s midfielder Jude Bellingham (right and sketch on the right) strikes the ball during the Qatar 2022 World Cup round of 16 match 
against Senegal at the Al Bayt Stadium in Al Khor on Sunday. (AFP)

AFP
Doha

B
ukayo Saka said yes-
terday England have no 
reason to feel inferior to 
France as they prepare 

to face the World Cup holders in 
a blockbuster quarter-fi nal.

Fuelled by the brilliance of 
Kylian Mbappe, France have 
powered through to the last 
eight in formidable fashion as 
they look to retain the trophy.

Mbappe is the tournament’s 
leading scorer with fi ve goals 
and his lethal form has con-
vinced many pundits to make 
France the favourites in the 
last-eight showdown at the Al 
Bayt Stadium on Saturday.

Even England boss Gareth 
Southgate conceded after his 
team’s 3-0 win against Senegal 
in the last 16 that France will 
pose the “acid test” of the Three 
Lions’ title bid.

But England forward Saka, 
who scored against Senegal 
after being selected instead of 
Marcus Rashford, is adamant 
his side deserve as much respect 
as Les Bleus.

“We know the qualities they 
have but we also know our own 
qualities. We’ve had three clean 
sheets and at the same time 
we’ve scored the most goals (in 
the tournament),” Saka told re-
porters.

“There’s a lot of tournament 
experience now. If you look at 
the results from the last few 
tournaments we’ve been in, 
we’ve got to a semi-fi nal and 

a fi nal. So when the big games 
come, we have a lot of players 
who know what they need to do.

“We are feeling good right 
now. Of course, we have to be-
lieve we can win the tourna-
ment.”

‘SO MUCH QUALITY’
With the red-hot Mbappe pro-

viding the cutting edge to a 
formidable France attack, there 
have been suggestions South-
gate should use a three-man 
central defence in a bid to tame 
the holders.

Saka acknowledged France’s 
threat, saying: “There’s only 
one Kylian Mbappe. He’s up 
there with the best players in 

the world. “We know the qual-
ity he has and we have to be pre-
pared to stop him. But not just 
him, France have lots of other 
quality players.

“It will be a really diffi  cult 
game. We have performed quite 
well in our fi rst four games. We 
just have to stay hungry.”

However, Saka suggested 

England, scorers of 12 goals in 
four games, have done enough 
at this World Cup to show they 
can take the game to France 
rather than focus on containing 
them. 

“That’s no doubt the qual-
ity we have in our team. We are 
blessed with an amazing front-
line with so much quality,” Saka 
said.

“I’m not a manager, I’m a 
player. I have to trust Gareth 
and his staff  to prepare the best 
game-plan. I don’t see us need-
ing to change too much.

“We all back the manager. 
He has an unbelievable record 
in these big tournaments. We 
need to believe in him and stop 
doubting him.”

England’s fi rst World Cup 
meeting with France since 1982 
is expected to be a tight aff air 
and if penalties are required to 
settle the tie, Saka is ready to 
take one despite his Euro 2020 
heartache.

The Arsenal forward was one 
of three England players to miss 
during their shoot-out defeat 
against Italy in the Euro fi nal.

“Obviously I’ve matured and 
progressed a lot as a player and 
a person since that moment,” he 
said.

“I can never forget it. But 
coming out here and scoring 
three goals has lifted me a lot. 
The love I’ve received from the 
fans lifts me as well.

“I wouldn’t have taken pen-
alties for Arsenal if I wasn’t 
confi dent. If the moment comes 
and I’m selected to take it, I will 
be more than happy.”

England won’t fear France in 
blockbuster showdown: Saka

Opi            nion

England’s Bukayo Saka attends a press conference at Al Wakrah SC Stadium in Al Wakra, yesterday. 
(AFP)
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England wary of 
Mbappe threat 
in quarter-fi nal

Spot            light

The youngest player since Pele to score in a World Cup final in 2018, 

Mbappe is now the leading marksman at this year’s tournament

AFP 
Doha 

F
rance head into Sat-
urday’s heavyweight 
World Cup quarter-fi -
nal clash with England 

well aware that their hopes of 
carrying on in Qatar and re-
taining the title rest on the 
shoulders of Kylian 
Mbappe.

The Paris 
Saint-Germain 
forward does 
not turn 24 
until two days 
after the De-
cember 18 fi nal 
but his brace 
in Sunday’s 
3-1 defeat of 
Poland means 
he already 
has nine ca-
reer World 
Cup goals, as 
many as gi-
ants of the 
game such as 
Eusebio and 
Jairzinho.

“God save 
our King” was the 
front-page head-
line in sports daily 
L’Equipe yesterday as 
the French turned their at-
tentions towards England and 
acknowledged their reliance 
on the magic of Mbappe.

The youngest player since 
Pele to score in a World Cup 

fi nal when he did so as a teen-
ager in the 2018 win over 
Croatia, Mbappe is now the 
leading marksman at this year’s 
tournament with fi ve goals.

But he is also more gener-
ally the main threat for a team 
who are without a whole host 
of injured stars in Qatar, from 
Paul Pogba to N’Golo Kante 
and Karim Benzema. His su-
perb assist for Olivier Giroud’s 
opening goal against Poland 
was confi rmation of that.

“Kylian speaks with his 
feet and he does so very well. 
He is an extraordinary player 
and is capable of changing a 
game at any moment,” said 
coach Didier Deschamps af-
ter Sunday’s victory in the 
last 16. “And he has such a 
beautiful smile that everyone 
wants to share it with him.”

At the helm of Les Bleus for 
a decade now, Deschamps has 
led France into a third 
successive World Cup 
quarter-fi nal, some-
thing they had never 
achieved before.

‘DON’T WANT TO 
STOP HERE’

England now stand in their 
way and look set to be a fear-
some proposition, but the 
holders are full of confi dence.

“We don’t want to stop 
here. We want to stretch our 
limits as far as possible,” said 
goalkeeper and captain Hugo 
Lloris, who on Sunday won 
his 142nd cap to equal Lilian 
Thuram’s French record.

“With each step forward we 
need to raise our level but I think 
this team is ready for that.”

Mbappe may be the main 
man, but Gareth Southgate’s 
England will know that there 
are other threats. Giroud, now 
France’s all-time top scorer, 
is enjoying a magnifi cent twi-
light to his career while Anto-
ine Griezmann has been out-
standing in a more withdrawn 
role. Ousmane Dembele is ca-

pable of moments of magic 
on the right wing too. 

However, there are areas 
that England will look 
to exploit.

In midfi eld Aurelien Tcho-
uameni and Adrien Rabiot 
have so far ably plugged the 
gap left by Kante and Pogba 
but have yet to face world-
class opposition.

England, with their own 
young prodigy in Jude Bell-
ingham, will off er a diff erent 
test. It also remains to be seen 
how the centre-back pairing of 
Raphael Varane and Dayot Up-
amecano will handle England’s 

potent attack, but France are 
optimistic and the mood 

in their camp is in stark 
contrast to Euro 2020. 
At last year’s delayed 
European Champi-
onship, Les Bleus 

were disappointing 
and went out in the 
last 16 to Switzer-
land. “It is a really 
diff erent context. 
We are well set-
tled in our base 
camp and there 
is a really good 
mix of young 
players for 
whom this is 
their fi rst ex-
perience, and 
other more 

e x p e r i e n c e d 
ones,” said the 

35-year-old Lloris.
“I think the word 

to sum it up is ‘respect’. 
There is respect between us. 

All you need to see is the joy at 
the end of the match when we 
all came together.”

Nayef al-Kaabi’s First Classs 
lands Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan al-Nahyan Jewel Crown

F
ollowing three ex-
cellent eff orts at the 
top level since mak-
ing the transfer to 

young French trainer Jean 
De Mieulle, the fi ve-year-
old Purebred Arabian First 
Classs (Dahess x Toppofthe-
class) carried the colours of 
his owner Nayef bin Saad bin 
Sharida al-Kaabi to victory 
when landing the Gr.1 (PA)
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-
Nahyan Jewel Crown at the 
Abu Dhabi Equestrian Club 
on Sunday.

Partnered by Ronan Tho-
mas and providing his trainer 
Jean De Mieulle with a poign-
ant moment in his fl edging 
career, the American bred 
First Classs recorded a third 
success at Gr.1 (PA) level, fol-
lowing victories in both Doha 
and Meydan over the previous 
12 months.

Held up in mid division 
through the early stages of 
the 2,200m contest, which 
was worth 5,000,000AED, 
First Classs travelled well and 
took closer order on the turn 

for home.  Coming through 
to lead inside the fi nal 300m, 
First Classs pulled clear of the 
fi eld and went on to score by a 
length over the fast-fi nishing 
Khalifa bin Sheail  al-Kuwari-
owned and Thomas Fourcy-
trained Lady Princess (Gen-
eral), who was ridden by Jim 
Crowley.

The Al Ajban Stables-
owned and Abdallah al-
Hammadi-trained Hameem 
(Valient Boy) finished a 

further three lengths back 
in third place under Dane 
O’Neill.

First Classs is a son of 
Topoftheclass (Genuine 
Monarch). He began his ca-
reer in the United States, 
where he landed a Gr.3 (PA) 
at Lone Star Park.

In the two seasons that fol-
lowed, the globetrotting fi ve-
year-old has competed in fi ve 
individual countries and has 
now recorded seven victories.

The winning team and off icials pose for a group photo. PICTURES: Debbie Burt

FIFA probes 
‘incidents’ in 
Serbia  game

F
IFA said yesterday it had opened 
disciplinary proceedings against 
the Serbian football association 
following the team’s bad-temper-

ed World Cup clash with Switzerland.
Football’s governing body said it was 

looking at several potential breaches of its 
disciplinary code including the miscon-
duct of players and offi  cials, and discrimi-
nation.

FIFA referred to “incidents” during the 
group stage game, without saying what 
they were.

Fans during Friday’s match in Qatar, 
which Switzerland won 3-2 to progress, 
were told to “stop all discriminatory 
chants and gestures”. It was not immedi-
ately clear what triggered the announce-
ment but it followed a confrontation be-
tween Swiss captain Granit Xhaka and 
Serbia’s players.

The fl ashpoint in the second half drew 
in Switzerland forward Breel Embolo and 
Serbia substitutes ran onto the pitch at 
Stadium 974 to remonstrate with Swiss 
players before the referee brought the sit-
uation under control.

Xhaka comes from a family with roots 
in Kosovo, the former Serb province with 
a majority ethnic Albanian population.

Serbia were already being investigated 
by FIFA after the team hung a controver-
sial fl ag in their changing room before 
they lost to Brazil in Qatar.

The Kosovo football federation fi led a 
complaint with FIFA after photos showed 
a version of the Serbian fl ag with a map 
that depicted Kosovo as part of the coun-
try and included the slogan “there will be 
no surrender”. (AFP)

AFP 
Al Khor 

S
enegal coach Aliou Cisse be-
moaned his team’s defensive 
lapses after England brushed 
the African champions aside 

3-0 in the World Cup last 16 on Sun-
day, admitting there had been a gulf 
in quality.

First-half goals from Jordan 
Henderson and Harry Kane gave 
Senegal a mountain to climb and a 
third by Bukayo Saka in the second 
half ended the contest.

“A match lasts 90 minutes and in 
the fi rst half we played pretty well 
and created chances but unfortu-
nately we didn’t score,” said Cisse.

“We were playing a very good Eng-
land team and we saw that in their 
challenges, their physical strength. 
We weren’t as good as we should 
have been.”

Cisse, who was unwell in the run-
up to the match, said: “Senegal’s 
strength before the World Cup was 
our defensive set-up.

The fact we have let in a lot of goals 
at this tournament is diffi  cult to ex-
plain. We are going to have to look at 
that. 

“You pay for any mistake you 
make at the World Cup because of 
the calibre of the teams.”

The coach said his side was miss-
ing two or three players who could 
have made a diff erence including 
star striker Sadio Mane, who was 
ruled out of the tournament before it 
started with an injury.

But he said he was making no ex-
cuses.   

“We have worked for years to be 
the best in Africa but we were facing 
one of the top fi ve teams in the world 
and we saw the diff erence tonight,” 
he added.

Cisse, whose side are ranked 18th 
by FIFA, said the team were on an 
upward trajectory.

“We have been trying hard to reach 
this level and we need to continue to 
ensure that at the next World Cup we 
can play better against a team of this 

calibre.” And he said African football 
was getting better, despite his side’s 
limp exit.

“It is not easy to become world 
champions but in Africa infrastruc-
ture is improving,” he said. “We need 
more technical directors, we need to 

work on refereeing as well. You need 
all those things in place. “We’ve 
made mistakes in the past. You can’t 
just do it overnight. In all countries 
in Africa there is a real sports policy 
in place. We have to keep that up if 
we want to win these tournaments.”

Cisse admits Senegal given lesson by England
Foc            us

Horse  Racing

Senegal coach Aliou Cisse and players look dejected after their Round of 16 match against England as Senegal are eliminated from the World Cup at the 
Al Bayt Stadium in Al Khor on Sunday. (Reuters)

France’s Kylian Mbappe celebrates scor-
ing the team’s third goal during the Qatar 
2022 World Cup Round of 16 match against 
Poland at the Al Thumama Stadium in Doha 
on Sunday. (Reuters)
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Doha abuzz with talks of Cristiano Ronaldo signing for Saudi club but Portugal coach says he’s not aware of the move

Pre            view

Reuters
Doha

S
peculation regarding the 
future of Portugal’s Cris-
tiano Ronaldo and his 
outburst following his 

substitution against South Ko-
rea were in sharp focus yesterday 
ahead of their World Cup last-16 
game against Switzerland.

The forward, who left Man-
chester United by mutual con-
sent last month following a con-
troversial interview, was linked 
with a potential move to Saudi 
Arabia but Portugal coach Fern-
ando Santos said he knew noth-
ing about it.

“I have not spoken to him 
about this,” Santos told a news 
conference ahead of today’s game 

against the Swiss. “I don’t know 
about this. It is his decision. I did 
not even know about this and I 
heard about this when I arrived 
here.”

Ronaldo’s future is unclear 
with several clubs around the 
world reportedly interested in 
signing him.

“We are focused on the World 
Cup. I don’t know anything 
about this other issue,” the coach 
said.

Santos had to continue an-
swering questions about his 
player, however, including his 
outburst following his substi-
tution in the fi nal group match 
against South Korea with Ronal-
do having said it was not directed 
at his coach but triggered by an 
opponent’s comment.

“Yes, I did not like it, not at all. 

I really did not like it and from 
that moment on that issue is fi n-
ished,” Santos said.

The coach also refused to com-
ment on speculation back home 
about whether Ronaldo would 
feature in his lineup against the 
Swiss today or would start on the 
bench.

“I do not read this type of in-
formation. I am focused on my 
team. We are focusing on training 
and not paying attention to any 
polls,” Santos said. “What I have 
always done is focus on the im-
mediate match. I am not worried 
if information is right or wrong.”

For Santos, what is important 

is Portugal reaching the last eight 
for the fi rst time since 2006.

“There has been a long hia-
tus.... what matters is this match. 
Portugal always have the obliga-
tion to win,” said Santos, who has 
been in charge since 2014.

“For us it is good to feel this 
pressure. We want it and we real-
ly want to win. After each game, 
if you win the game you are closer 
to being a favourite,” he added.

YAKIN PUTS CUP HISTORY 
ASIDE AHEAD OF SWISS 
CLASH WITH PORTUGAL

Switzerland have a chance to 
reach the last eight of the World 

Cup for the fi rst time since 1954, 
when they face Portugal to-
day, but coach Murat Yakin says 
making history is far from their 
minds. Switzerland have not 
made the World Cup quarter-fi -
nals since they were the host na-
tion 68 years ago, although there 
was no round-of-16 in that era.

The Swiss went out in the fi rst 
knockout stage in each of the last 
two World Cups but Yakin says 
the prospect of taking on Portu-
gal should be motivation enough 
for his side.

“We are aware that we are go-
ing into the game with a team 
that is well-prepared, that is 

mature,” he said. “Being able to 
write history will not be decisive 
for us. We know our opponents 
and have shown that we can beat 
them. Then maybe we can dis-
cuss the history.

“You can’t focus on what hap-
pened in sport. No one cares what 
happened anymore. Of course, 
expectations are growing but we 
fi ght with the players I have and 
the opportunities we have.”

Yakin said he has his entire 
squad available for selection but 
gave no clues as to his starting 
line-up. “We are ready. We have a 
full squad, the players who were 
missing are back on board. We 

look forward to the game. It’s a 
great opportunity to continue 
writing history. We are aware of 
the euphoria in Switzerland and 
want to give everyone another 
game.”

Switzerland beat Portugal 1-0 
in Geneva in the Nations League 
in June, a week after crashing to a 
4-0 loss in Lisbon but Yakin said 
those games count for little.

“It’s been six months since the 
last contest and that’s a very long 
time in football. We don’t know 
who plays for them, who plays in 
central defence. If we focus too 
much on the opponent, we lose 
sight of ourselves,” he added.

Swiss aware shootout 
sword can cut both ways

Portugal’s Cristiano Ronaldo during training at Al Shahaniya SC Training Facilities yesterday. (Reuters)

AFP
Doha

S
witzerland have a chance to reach 
the last eight of the World Cup for 
the fi rst time since 1954, when they 
face Portugal today, but coach Murat 

Yakin says making history is far from their 
minds.

Switzerland have not made the World Cup 
quarter-fi nals since they were the host na-
tion 68 years ago, although there was 
no round-of-16 in that era.

The Swiss went out in the 

fi rst knockout stage in each of the last two 
World Cups but Yakin says the prospect of 
taking on Portugal should be motivation 
enough for his side.

“We are aware that we are going into the 
game with a team that is well-prepared, that 
is mature,” he said.

“Being able to write history will not be 
decisive for us. We know our opponents and 
have shown that we can beat them. Then 
maybe we can discuss the history.

“You can’t focus on what happened in 
sport. No one cares what happened any-
more. Of course, expectations are 
growing but we fi ght with the 
players I have and the opportuni-

ties we have.”
Yakin said he 

has his entire squad available for selection 
but gave no clues as to his starting line-up.

“We are ready. We have a full squad, the 
players who were missing are back on board. 
We look forward to the game. It’s a great op-
portunity to continue writing history. We 
are aware of the euphoria in Switzerland and 
want to give everyone another game.”

Switzerland beat Portugal 1-0 in Geneva 
in the Nations League in June, a week after 
crashing to a 4-0 loss in Lisbon but Yakin 
said those games count for little. “It’s been six 
months since the last contest and that’s a very 
long time in football. We don’t know who 
plays for them, who plays in central defence. 
If we focus too much on the oppo-
nent, we lose sight of ourselves,” 
he added.

PORTUGAL  vs  SWITZERLAND

When: Today, 10pm  Where: Lusail Stadium
Capacity: 88,966

Key stats:
  Portugal won their first two World Cup group games, 

defeating Ghana 3-2 and Uruguay 2-0, but lost 2-1 to South 
Korea as coach Fernando Santos made six changes to his 
already-qualified team.

 Switzerland beat Cameroon 1-0 and Serbia 3-2 but in be-
tween lost 1-0 to Brazil.

 Portugal, winners of Euro 2016, have had little impact on 
World Cups, going out in the first knockout round in 2018 
and 2010, and even failing to get out of the group stage in 
2014 and 2002. In 2006, Portugal got as far as the semi-
final..

  Switzerland reached the knock-out stage in three of the last 
four World Cups but have not got to the quarter-final since 
1954.

Portugal captain Cristiano Ronaldo needs one more goal to 
equal the Portuguese record for most World Cup goals held 
by Eusebio who racked up nine in 1966 in England, the only 
World Cup tournament he played in.

 Xherdan Shaqiri’s goal against Serbia in the group stage 
meant he has found the net in more World Cup tourna-
ments than any other Swiss player, having also scored in 
2014 and 2018.

 Shaqiri is one goal away from matching the most World Cup 
goals scored by a Switzerland player – six, by Sepp Huegi, all 
of them in 1954.

Previous meetings:
In 25 occasions before today’s match, Switzerland won 11 
times, Portugal nine and five matches ended in draws. In the 
Nations League in June, Portugal won 4-1 in Lisbon while Swit-
zerland won 1-0 in Geneva. 

Switzerland’s players are seen during a team training session at the University of Doha for Science and Technology training facilities 
yesterday. (AFP)

Lewandowski coy on Poland 
future aft er World Cup exit
AFP
Doha

P
oland captain Robert 
Lewandowski re-
fused to confi rm if he 
had played his last ever 

game at the World Cup after 
his side were knocked out of 
the tournament in Qatar in a 
3-1 last-16 defeat by France on 
Sunday.

Barcelona striker Lewand-
owski scored a late consolation 
from the penalty spot for a Po-
land side who were outclassed 
by the fearsome French attack 
in Doha.

He will be almost 38 by the 
time the next World Cup comes 
around in North America in 
2026 but he suggested that is-
sues beyond his physical condi-
tion were more likely to see him 
end his international career.

“Physically I’m not afraid of 
this but we have so many dif-
ferent things outside of foot-
ball, whether your happiness is 
still there and what’s going on 
around so it’s tough to say now,” 
admitted the former Bayern 
Munich striker.

“From the sporting side I’m 
not afraid but there are diff er-
ent things that altogether can 
decide whether it will be the 
last one or not.”

Lewandowski has enjoyed 
a prolifi c career for club and 
country but had never scored 
a World Cup goal until he net-
ted in Poland’s group stage win 

over Saudi Arabia – he even 
missed a penalty in their open-
ing draw with Mexico.

Despite Poland’s exit he in-
sisted that it had been a suc-
cessful tournament after they 
made it out of the group stage at 
the World Cup for the fi rst time 
since 1986.

“We wanted to still be in the 
World Cup but in the end we 
achieved our goal,” he said.

“We wanted to play after the 
group stage. If you play against 
the world champions it’s always 
tough but as a team we knew 
what kind of defi cit we have.”

Meanwhile Poland coach 
Czeslaw Michniewicz admit-
ted that not playing for one of 
the leading international sides 
made it harder for Lewand-
owski to shine at the very high-
est level.

“Expectations for the top 
players like Mbappe and Messi 
are always huge and his situ-

ation is diffi  cult because the 
style of play of Portugal or 
France is more benefi cial to the 
forwards,” Michniewicz said.

“We have a diff erent style. 
We have some limitations and 
need to cover the gap in levels 
when we play against a team 
with Messi or Mbappe.

“He is in a diffi  cult situation 
but it doesn’t mean he is not 
going to score for the national 
team. We were not playing 
against Andorra – if we were he 
might have scored fi ve.”

Michniewicz added that he 
believed Lewandowski was ca-
pable of leading Poland into 
future tournaments, with the 
next objective Euro 2024 in 
Germany.

“He is the captain of the 
national team and will decide 
about his future himself but 
the way he is playing I think he 
can be the captain for years to 
come.” 

Star Pla            ye rBottom           L ine



By Sahan Bidappa
Doha

 

R
onaldo, Rivaldo, Cafu and 
Roberto Carlos – the quartet 
part of Brazil’s last World Cup 
triumph in 2002 – could not 

stop grinning from ear to ear as they 
sat together in the hospitality lounge 
of Stadium 974 yesterday.

They had just witnessed their coun-
trymen break into another samba rou-
tine after going 4-0 up inside 36 min-
utes of their World Cup last 16 match 
against a hapless South Korea. 

Twenty years without a world ti-
tle is a long time for a football super-
power like Brazil and if last night’s 
performance against South Korea is an 
indication of things to come, then the 
fi ve-time champions are in line to add 
a sixth title on December 18. 

Stadium 974, a 40,000-seater mar-
vel partially built from recycled ship-
ping containers and modular steel, 
may have hosted its last match before 
it is ripped apart and shipped to coun-
tries that need the infrastructure. And 
the Brazilian’s made sure it was a night 
to remember for those at the venue 
with a masterclass display in posses-
sion and passing that dismantled the 

South Koreans at half-time.
“We’re dreaming of the title, of 

course. Today was the fourth game, 
there are three left. We’re very focused 
on getting that title,” Brazilian talis-
man Neymar said.

The 4-1 rout after goals from Vini-
cius Junior, Neymar, Richarlison and 
Lucas Paqueta – set up Brazil a quar-
ter-fi nal clash against Croatia, who 
had earlier sent home another Asian 
side Japan.

“Let’s hope we can carry on dancing 
all the way to the fi nal. And we are also 
sending a big hug to Pele. Let’s hope he 
recovers quickly,” Vinicius said. 

If Brazil win that on Friday and Ar-
gentina beat the Netherlands the same 
night, then the two South Ameri-
can giants will meet each other in a 
mouth-watering semi-fi nal. 

Last night, though, Brazil sent a 
warning that it will be diffi  cult for any 
side to stop them with a breathtaking 
display of attacking football. Smart-
ing from their stoppage time defeat 
to Cameroon in their last group stage 
match, coach Tite brought back his 
regulars – making 10 changes.

His attacking lynchpin Neymar re-
covered from the an-

kle injury picked 
up against Serbia 

in their opening match, so did Danilo 
with right back Eder Militao the only 
player who started the Cameroon 
game to keep his place.

And within no time Brazil were all 
over South Korea, who had qualifi ed 
to the knockouts after a remarkable 
win over Portugal in their last match. 
The last time these two sides met in 
a friendly, Brazil had romped to a 5-1 
victory.

South Koreans knew what they were 
up against, yet were completely un-
prepared for it as Brazil took the lead in 
the seventh minute. 

Raphinha’s cross into the box evad-
ed everyone including a lunging Ney-
mar before Vinicius Junior met the ball 
to his left, took a touch and slammed it 
coolly past goalkeeper Kim Seung-gyu 
and four defenders.

Six minutes later Neymar added 
Brazil’s second and his 76th goal, leav-
ing him just one behind the legendary 
Pele’s all-time record. The star for-
ward converted the penalty after Ri-
charlison had been fouled.

South Korea, rattled by then, went 
for the leather when Hwang Hee-
chan thumped a strike from 30 yards 

but it was spectacularly 
tipped over the bar 

by Brazilian goal-

keeper Alisson. But there was no stop-
ping South American’s scoring from 
the other end with the third goal arriv-
ing in a beautiful fashion.

Tottenham Hotspur forward Rich-
arlison, who has been criticised from 
showboating in the Premier League – 
controlled the ball with his head and 
then juggled into his feet before pass-
ing onto Marquinhos and racing into 
the box. Marquinhos by then had slid 
the ball to captain Thiago Silva, who 
laid into Richarlison as the latter slid it 
past Seung-gyu.

The stunning piece of art lifted the 
whole stadium, with even coach Tite 
joining Richarlison for a dance on the 
sidelines. Paqueta then made it 4-0 
after sliding the ball into the net after 
a Vinicius Jr pass into the box. Brazil 
could have had three more before the 
break with Richarlison, Neymar and 
Raphinha all wasting opportunities. 
The game was over by then. 

After the break, South Korea 
bagged a consolation goal through 
Paik Seung-ho in the 76th minute 
but Brazil by then already had one 

eye in the quarter-fi nals with 
Tite replacing 

his star 
p l a y -
ers.
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NEYMAR SCORED ON RETURN FROM INJURY TO HELP SELECAO ROAR TO A LAST 8 CLASH WITH CROATIA

AFP
Doha

C
roatia reached the quarter-fi nals of the World 
Cup yesterday with a dramatic 3-1 penalty 
shoot-out win over Japan after a tense last-16 
clash ended 1-1.

Mario Pasalic struck the winning penalty to send 
Croatia through after Ivan Perisic had pulled Croatia 
level in the 55th minute of normal time following Dai-
zen Maeda’s opener for Japan just before the break. 

Croatia now face either Brazil or South Korea in the 
last eight and continued midfi eld icon Luka Modric’s 
stay at his fourth and likely fi nal World Cup after Do-
minik Livakovic saved three of Japan’s weak penalties.

“They gave us a hard game, but we knew that would 
be the case, it’s not coincidence that they beat Ger-
many and Spain,” said Nikola Vlasic.

“We had more chances and I think we deserved to 
win.”

Japan’s bid to reach the last eight for the fi rst time 
in their history came to a crushing end after another 
display of the sort which saw them top Group E.

However they could not claim one more big Eu-
ropean scalp in the shape of the 2018 fi nalists and go 
home in the second round, as they did four years ago. 
“The players showed us the future, a new era of Japa-
nese football,” Japan coach Hajime Moriyasu said. “We 
beat Germany, we beat Spain... If we take confi dence 
in that, and if we think about overtaking these teams 
rather than just catching up, the future is bright.” 

Japan could easily have been ahead within three 
minutes when Shogo Taniguchi glanced a header wide 
from point-blank range, and 10 minutes later Daizen 
Maeda came close to turning in Junya Ito’s brilliantly 
placed low ball from the right fl ank.

In the meantime Perisic had let off  
a shot from a tight angle which led to a 
goalmouth scramble, but had Croatia 
scored they risked the goal being 
ruled out for what looked like a clear 
push on Takehiro Tomiyasu. Bruno 
Petkovic then wasted a great oppor-
tunity in the 25th minute, strolling 
through almost unopposed onto a 
long through ball only to dawdle and fail 
to get a pass off  to Andrej Kramaric who 
was charging into the box.

Kramaric was then too slow to latch 
on to Perisic’s dangerous fl ick-on and 
from there Japan took control, and the 
lead.

Daichi Kamada had already blasted 
over after a superb passing move when 
in the 43rd minute Maeda fi red in the 
opener after Ritsu Doan’s cross was 
knocked down by Maya Yoshida.

Japan looked the better team and ready to infl ict 
more damage but out of the blue Croatia’s most dan-
gerous player Perisic levelled the scores with a bullet 
header from Dejan Lovren’s deep cross.

Almost immediately afterwards Wataru Endo re-
sponded by having a good strike tipped over the bar 
by Livakovic, before Shuichi Gonda pulled off  the 
save of the match to keep out Modric’s beautifully-
struck, dripping shot. Modric was replaced nine 
minutes into the fi rst half of extra-time in which Ja-
pan had the best chance, Kaoru Mitoma’s eff ort well 
tipped away by Livakovic.

With penalties drawing close, one fi nal chance fell 
to Modric’s replacement Lovro Majer, who dragged his 
shot wide, but his Livakovic prevailed in the shoot-out 
to end the Blue Samurai’s entertaining adventure.

Croatia advance as Japan crumble in shootout
Foc us

 BRAZIL   SOUTH KOREA
 18 Shots 8
 9 Shots on Target 6
 15 Chances Created 5
 5 Corners 4
 5 Saves 5
 53.3% Possession 46.7%
 0 Off sides 5
 8 Fouls 13
 0 Yellow Cards 1
 0 Red Cards 0

4      1

 CROATIA   JAPAN
 17 Shots 13
 4 Shots on Target 4
 11 Chances Created 9
 5 Corners 8
 3 Saves 3
 58.1% Possession 41.9%
 0 Off sides 3
 16 Fouls 13
 2 Yellow Cards 1
 0 Red Cards 0

1 (3)    1 (1)

From right: Brazil’s Neymar, 
Lucas Paqueta, Vinicius 
Junior and Raphinha 
celebrate aft er their win over 
South Korea in the Qatar 
2022 World Cup Round of 
16 match at Stadium 974 
yesterday. (Reuters)

Brazil’s Vinicius Junior (left) vying for the ball with a Japan player at Stadium 974 
yesterday. PICTURE: Shaji Kayamkulam

Croatia’s goalkeeper Dominik 
Livakovic celebrates with Mario Pasalic, 
Josko Gvardiol, Dejan Lovren and Josip 
Juranovic aft er winning the penalty 
shootout against Japan and progressing to 
the quarter-fi nals at the Al Janoub Stadium 
in Al Wakra yesterday. (Reuters)

Croatia win 3-1 on penalties 
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