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Morocco star Boufal ‘delighted’ aft er joining Al Rayyan
QNB STARS LEAGUE

By Sports Reporter
Doha

S
ofi ane Boufal, one of the stars 
of Morocco’s run to the World 
Cup semi-fi nals, returned to 
Qatar yesterday when he joined 

Al Rayyan from Angers, in a deal an-
nounced by the two clubs. Neither club 
revealed details of the transfer or the 
contract. Boufal, 29, joined Angers at 
the age of 10 and stayed until 2015. He 
returned to the club in 2020 after spells 
at Lille, Southampton and Celta Vigo.

Boufal said he was delighted to join 
Rayyan. “I am proud to join Rayyan and 
I look forward to giving everything I 
have to win titles here. I want to thank 
Al Rayyan club president Sheikh Ali 
bin Saud bin Ahmed al-Thani, who has 
been keen for a long time to complete 
this contract,” he said at a press confer-
ence yesterday.

“I am ready to start my career with 
the team, starting from the next round 
of the league. I hope to play at a level 
which will take please the fans. I thank 
all the fans who supported us during 
Morocco at the World Cup 2022,” the 
midfi elder said.

Ali Salem Afi fa, the club’s vice-pres-

ident, said Boufal’s signing is huge for 
Rayyan. “Boufal’s signing meets the as-
pirations of the Rayyan fans who were 
waiting for a deal. Boufal is one of those 
players who makes the team better be-
cause of his great capabilities and in-
ternational experience with the Moroc-
can team. Boufal will be one of the key 
players as we seek for Rayyan to return 
glory days and fi ght for titles,” he said. 

Coach Nicolas Cordova said Rayyan 
needed a big signing like Boufal to lift 
the team, who are languishing 10th 
in Qatar Stars League. “Our squad 
has been very short and that has ef-
fected our results. Boufal will make us 

a stronger unit. Like fellow Moroccan 
World Cup player Azzedine Ounahi, 
Boufal had hardly played for Angers 
since returning from Qatar. Ounahi 
completed a transfer to Marseille on 
Sunday. With their wage bill lightened, 
Angers, who are bottom of Ligue 1 and 
in fi nancial diffi  culties, were able to 
register two recruits.

They included Ibrahima Niane, a 
23-year-old Senegalese striker who 
joined on loan from Metz, and Faouzi 
Ghoulam, a 31-year-old Algerian in-
ternational defender who spent eight 
years at Napoli but had been without a 
club since the summer.

Al Rayyan’s new signing Sofiane Boufal (centre) poses with his jersey and club’s president Sheikh Ali bin Saud bin Ahmed 
al-Thani (right) and coach Nicolas Cordova yesterday.

Sofiane Boufal trains with his Al Rayyan teammates yesterday.

Saudi Arabia to host 2027 
Asian Cup, World Cup next?

FOOTBALL

AFP
Manama

S
audi Arabia was confi rmed as 
host of football’s 2027 Asian 
Cup yesterday, an expected 
prelude for a World Cup bid as 

the oil-rich kingdom spends big on 
sports. The three-time winners’ suc-
cessful bid, a formality after their sole 
rivals India withdrew, was rubber-
stamped at the Asian Football Con-
federation Congress in Bahrain, held 
just weeks after Qatar hosted the fi rst 
World Cup in the Middle East. The 
landmark decision marks the fi rst time 
Asia’s crown jewel will be staged in 
Saudi Arabia, whose national side rank 
as amongst the best performers in the 
tournament’s history, having clinched 
the coveted Continental crown on three 
occasions – in 1984, 1988 and 1996.

“We are excited to deliver the great-
est tournament in the competition’s 
history,” the kingdom’s sports minister 
Prince Abdulaziz bin Turki al-Faisal 
said after the announcement. “The 
kingdom is transforming before our 
eyes and we are fi lled with excitement 
for what it will look like in 2027.”

Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest oil 
exporter, has held talks with Egypt and 
Greece about a joint World Cup bid for 
2030, offi  cials said last year. The coun-
try has thrown hundreds of millions 
of dollars at deals including Al Nassr’s 
signing of Cristiano Ronaldo, Formula 
One in Jeddah and the lucrative LIV 
tour that has divided golf. Speaking 
to AFP at the AFC Congress, Prince 
Abdulaziz stressed that there was no 
World Cup bid on the table, but added: 
“Everything is possible.”

“As you can see, hosting events in 
Saudi Arabia is big. And it’s part of our 
2030 vision,” he said, referring to the 
Vision 2030 development project to 
modernise the oil-dependent econo-
my. “Anything that will come our way 
that we see feasible for the vision and 
the strategy that we have we’ll defi nite-

ly try to pursue.”
He added: “Now we are focusing 

on 2027 because we still have to build 
infrastructure and so on to meet the 
requirements of the Asian Cup. And 
hopefully after that we’ll see what 
comes up.”

The Asian Cup adds to Saudi Arabia’s 
growing portfolio of major events in-
cluding the 2034 Asian Games and even 
the 2029 Asian Winter Games on artifi -
cial snow. Saudi is also bidding to host 
the 2026 Women’s Asian Cup. “I’m 
sure Saudi Arabia will host a fantastic 

Asian Cup,” FIFA president Gianni In-
fantino said at the Manama congress.

AFC president Sheikh Salman bin 
Ebrahim al-Khalifah, who was elected 
unopposed to a fresh four-year term, 
said: “This will be the fi rst time the 
tournament will be staged in the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia, and we look for-
ward to working closely with the SAFF 
and the Saudi Arabian Government to 
deliver a memorable AFC Asian Cup for 
our fans and players in 2027. 

No dates were announced for the 
2023 edition of the Asian Cup, which 

will be hosted by reigning champions 
Qatar after China withdrew because of 
the Covid crisis. But al-Khalifah told 
reporters it seemed likely to happen in 
January 2024.

“The stage is now set for Qatar to 
host the AFC Asian Cup 2023 and from 
what we have seen at the FIFA World 
Cup, I am assured that we will wit-
ness a wonderful festival of football. 
Above all, we know that Qatar 2023 will 
strengthen the foundations for Saudi 
Arabia to surpass all our expectations 
in 2027,” the AFC president said.

THREE-TIME WINNERS’ SUCCESSFUL BID WAS A FORMALITY AFTER THEIR SOLE RIVALS INDIA WITHDREW 

Asian Football Confederation president Sheikh Salman bin Ebrahim al-Khalifah (left) presents a plaque to Saudi Arabia’s 
Minister of Sports and Youth Prince Abdulaziz bin Turki al-Faisal al-Saud (centre) after the Kingdom was named as host of 
the 2027 AFC Asian Cup during the Asian Football Confederation’s Congress in Manama yesterday.  (AFP)

Sheikh Salman retains AFC presidency
Manama: Sheikh Salman bin Ebrahim 
al-Khalifah off icially retained his role 
as the Asian Football Confederation’s 
president for a final four-year term yes-
terday. The Bahraini, who took over at 
the head of the Asian confederation in 
2013 when he was elected to complete 
the remaining two years of deposed 
former president Mohamed bin Ham-
mam’s reign, stood unopposed and 
was elected by acclamation.

His new four-year term will be his 
last due to limits imposed under the 
governing body’s statutes and the 
57-year-old will have been in charge of 
Asian football for 14 years by the time 
his stint ends in 2027.

“I’d like to thank you all for placing 
your faith in me for another four-year 
term,” Sheikh Salman told delegates. 
“It really humbles me, gives me such 
honour to have all the trust of the 
Asian confederation. It gives me a big 
responsibility, but it’s thanks to you all 
because you made all this happen. I 
hope I can live up to your expectations 
as well in the next four years.”

A member of the Bahrain royal 
family, Sheikh Salman first came to 

prominence in footballing circles in 
2009 when he faced off  against Bin 
Hammam for a seat on FIFA’s decision 
making body, a ballot he lost by a 
single vote.

However, he won the presidential 
election in 2013 and was returned 
unopposed in 2015 before running un-
successfully against Gianni Infantino 
for the position of FIFA president the 
following year. He was returned unop-
posed again in 2019 after two candi-
dates withdrew prior to the election.

Sheikh Salman also took the oppor-
tunity to express his deepest sympa-
thies to the Qatar Football Association 
(QFA) and Qatar football community 
on the passing of former FIFA Council 
member, AFC Vice-President and QFA 
Vice-President Saoud A. Aziz M A al-
Mohannadi.

“Our dear brother Saoud al-Mo-
hannadi dedicated so much of his life 
towards the development of Asian and 
world football. He was fully committed 
towards uplifting the standards of the 
AFC’s competitions and we will always 
remember his contributions to the 
Asian game,” added Sheikh Salman.

AFC president Sheikh Salman bin Ebrahim al-Khalifah addresses the 33rd AFC 
Congress in Manama, Bahrain, yesterday. (Reuters)
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Gill ton helps India 
beat New Zealand 
to clinch T20 series 
AFP
Ahmedabad

O
pener Shubman Gill 
yesterday announced 
himself as an all-for-
mat player with his 

maiden Twenty20 international 
century to help India crush New 
Zealand by 168 runs in a series-
clinching victory.

Gill smashed an unbeaten 126 
off  63 balls to steer the team 
to 234-4 after they elected to 
bat fi rst in the decider at the 
world’s biggest cricket stadium 
in Ahmedabad.

Indian bowlers skittled out the 
Kiwis for a paltry 66 in 12.1 overs 
for a 2-1 series win. The hosts 
had whitewashed the Kiwis in 
three one-day matches.

The huge victory was India’s 
biggest ever in T20 internation-
als and the biggest margin by 
runs in a match played between 
two Test-playing nations.

Gill, who hit a match-win-
ning Test ton in Bangladesh in 
December and then his maiden 
ODI double hundred in January, 
had scored just 76 runs in his 
previous fi ve T20s since making 
his debut last month against Sri 
Lanka.

“I was backing myself to get 
the big ones even in one-days 
and T20s, unfortunately it don’t 
happen for me in the Sri Lanka 
series,” said the 23-year-old Gill.

Asked about the demands of 
playing all three formats, Gill 
said: “When you are represent-
ing your country, I don’t think 
there is any kind of fatigue. I 
always wanted to play for India 
and being fortunate enough to 
play all the three formats, it is a 
blessing.”

India elected to bat fi rst on a 
batting-friendly pitch and Gill 
continued his magnifi cent run of 
form – hitting 12 fours and seven 
sixes. He had also put the New 
Zealand bowling to the sword by 
scoring 360 runs in the preced-
ing ODIs – the joint-most in a 
bilateral three-match series.

Gill put on 103 runs for 
the fourth wicket with skip-
per Hardik Pandya, who made 
30 and then took four wickets 
with his pace bowling, at the 
132,000-seater Narendra Modi 
Stadium.

“We want to normalise these 
pressure games, and hopefully 
we can do better at bigger stag-

es,” said Pandya, who was named 
man of the series.

Off -spinner Michael 
Bracewell struck early as he 
trapped Ishan Kishan lbw for 

one in the second over of the 
innings.

Gill hit back with a fl urry of 
boundaries including three in 
one over off  Blair Tickner. Rahul 
Tripathi, who made 44, joined 
the charge as the two put on 80 
runs.

Tripathi smashed three sixes 
including one off  leg-spinner Ish 
Sodhi only to hole out next ball 
in another attempt to clear the 
ropes.

Gill, who became only the fi fth 
Indian batsman to record cen-
turies across all three formats, 
found another attacking part-
ner in Suryakumar Yadav who 
smashed 24 off  13 balls as the two 
kept up the onslaught.

Tickner cut short Suryaku-
mar’s stay with Bracewell taking 
a sharp catch at mid-on.

But the unstoppable Gill 
changed gears and raised his ton 
off  54 balls with a boundary as he 
took off  his helmet and let off  a 
roar.

New Zealand made a horren-
dous start to their mammoth 
chase as they lost their top four 
for just seven runs inside three 
overs as Arshdeep Singh struck 
twice in the second over of the 
innings.

Suryakumar took two spec-
tacular catches at fi rst slip off  
Pandya’s pace bowling to send 
back Finn Allen, for three, and 
Glenn Phillips, for two.

Tearaway quick Umran Malik 
bowled Bracewell before Daryl 
Mitchell, who made 35, and 
skipper Mitchell Santner at-
tempted to resist.

“It’s tough to win if you lose 
fi ve (wickets) in the powerplay,” 
said Santner.

Arshdeep, Umran and Shivam 
Mavi took two wickets each.

India will now head into the 
hotly-anticipated four-Test se-
ries against Australia starting 
February 9 in Nagpur.

BRIEF SCORES 
India 234-4 in 20 overs (S. Gill 
126 not out, R. Tripathi 44, H. 
Pandya 30; B. Tickner 1-50, I. 
Sodhi 1-34) bt New Zealand 66 
all out in 12.1 overs (H. Pandya 
4-16) by 168 runs.
Series: India win three-match 
series 2-1.

CRICKET

‘We want to normalise pressure games, and hopefully we can do better at bigger stages’

Reuters
Kimberley, South Africa

J
os Buttler and Dawid 
Malan struck superb 
centuries and Jofra 
Archer took six wickets 

as a resurgent England secured 
a 59-run victory over hosts 
South Africa in the third and 
fi nal one-day International in 
Kimberley yesterday.

South Africa won the toss 
and sent England into bat, 
reducing the visitors to 14-3 
before Buttler (131 from 127 
balls) and Malan (118 from 
114) shared a stunning fourth-
wicket stand of 232 in a total 
of 346 for seven. The home 
side were always up with the 
run rate, but lost wickets at 
regular intervals. Heinrich 
Klaasen (80 from 62 balls) and 
opener Reeza Hendricks (52) 
top-scored, while Archer took 
a career best 6-40 as the hosts 
were bowled out for 287.

South Africa won the series 
2-1 to keep alive their hopes 
of automatic qualifi cation for 
the World Cup in India later 
this year, though they may 
still have to win both ODIs 
against Netherlands in March 
and April to make sure. Eng-
land were in early strife when 
a triple early blow from Lungi 

Ngidi (4-62) had Jason Roy 
(1), Ben Duckett (0) and Harry 
Brook (6) back in the pavilion 
inside the sixth over.

After a period of consoli-
dation, however, Buttler and 
Malan took to the bowling and 
smashed the home attack to 
all parts. England struck more 
sixes (19) in their innings than 
fours (16) as batsmen opted for 
power over fi nesse.

The visitors scored a re-
markable 217 runs in the fi nal 
20 overs of their innings for 
their second total above 340 in 
as many matches.

A number of the South Af-
rica batsmen got starts, but 
England kept chipping away at 
the wickets with Archer eas-
ily the most impressive as he 
begins to fi nd top form follow-
ing his return from long-term 
injury. The victory ended a run 
of fi ve successive losses for 
England in ODI cricket as they 
build towards the defence of 
their World Cup title.

BRIEF SCORES
England 346-7 in 50 overs 
(J. Buttler 131, D. Malan 118; L. 
Ngidi 4-62, M. Jansen 2-53) 
bt South Africa 287 in 43.1 
overs (H. Klaasen 80, R. Hen-
dricks 52; J. Archer 6-40, A. 
Rashid 3-68) by 59 runs.
Series: SA won the series 2-1.

Buttler and Malan 
smash centuries 
as England seal big 
win over Proteas

FOCUS

Khawaja’s India visa belatedly 
issued ahead of tour

Pakistan-born Australian batter Usman Khawaja was yesterday 
belatedly issued his Indian visa and will join his teammates who 
are already departing for next week’s four-Test tour, an Indian 
diplomat said. Khawaja – who moved to Australia aged four – has 
toured India before, but also faced delays on that occasion with 
his visa taking longer than Australia-born teammates.
“Waiting for my Indian Visa,” Khawaja said on Instagram, above 
an image from Netflix series Narcos where forlorn Colombian 
drug kingpin Pablo Escobar – played by actor Wagner Moura – 
sits alone on a swinging seat. 
India’s High Commissioner to Australia tweeted in response later 
that Khawaja’s visa had been “issued and collected from our 
Consulate General in Melbourne”.
“Let’s have a great #BorderGavaskarTrophy series!” Manpreet 
Vohra tweeted. He did not elaborate on the reasons for the visa 
delay. Australian media reported that touring players and sup-
port staff  began receiving visas in early January, and some have 
already begun arriving in Bengaluru, where the team will set up 
pre-match camp.

Agencies
Hail, Saudi Arabia

S
audi Baja-Hail, the open-
ing round of the 2023 FIA 
World and Middle East 
Cups for Cross-Country 

Bajas, the FIM Bajas World Cup 
and the Saudi Toyota National 
Rally Championship, gets un-
derway from the Maghwat con-
ference facility on the outskirts 
of Hail today afternoon. 

A three-day route through the 
deserts surrounding the north-
central city features a varied and 
challenging course, consisting of 
85% open desert, 10% gravel and 
dirt tracks and 5% sand dunes in 
the An Nafud. The approved fi -
nal 34-car FIA entry list features 
six modifi ed T1 cars, seven T2 
series-production cross-coun-
try machines, 10 T3 lightweight 
prototypes and 11 T4 entrants. 
There is also a National Baja run-
ning behind the main event for 
mainly local crews.

The major news on Tuesday 
was the unfortunate withdrawal 
of local favourite and defend-
ing champion Yazeed al-Rajhi. 
The Saudi sustained a minor 
chest injury after an accident 
on a recent skiing vacation at 
Courchevel in France and has 

been suff ering from pain on the 
right side of his chest. Al-Rajhi 
was a winner of the Hail Inter-
national Rally on two occasions 
(2009 and 2010) with al-Atti-
yah’s current co-driver Mathieu 
Baumel and won it again three 
times (2012 and 2015-2016), be-
fore adding Saudi Baja success to 
his tally last November.

At the head of the FIA fi eld, 
the outcome will now be fought 
out between two Toyota Hiluxes 
in the hands of fi ve-time Dakar 
winner Nasser Saleh al-Atti-
yah and Argentina’s Juan Cruz 
Yacopini and an X-raid-run 

Mini John Cooper Works Rally 
Plus in the hands of Polish vet-
eran Krzysztof Holowczyc and 
co-driver Lukasz Kurzeja.

Al-Attiyah was triumphant on 
the Hail event for the fi rst time 
back in 2011 as a member of the 
offi  cial Volkswagen factory team 
and added two Baja wins with 
Baumel to his record in 2020 and 
2021. He returns to Hail on the 
back of that terrifi c performance 
last month that was rewarded 
with a fi fth Dakar win. 

Yacopini and Spanish co-
driver Daniel Oliveras fi nished 
seventh on this year’s Dakar and 

crew the second of the Toyotas. 
Holowczyc also has vast ex-

perience of this motor sporting 
discipline after switching from 
special stage rallying and a dis-
tinguished career that netted 
him the European Rally Cham-
pionship. The Pole was the win-
ner of the 2010 FIA World Cup 
for Cross-Country Bajas and the 
2013 FIA World Cup for Cross-
Country Rallies. His best result 
on the Dakar Rally was third 
overall in an X-raid Mini behind 
al-Attiyah and Giniel de Villiers 
in 2015. Local T1 competition 
comes from Saudi Border Guard 

team driver Khalid al-Feraihi and 
his French teammate Sabastien 
Delaunay and Mohamed al-Tu-
waijri and Hani al-Shammeri in  
pair of modifi ed Nissans. Saudi 
driver Yasir Seaidan has made 
the late switch from a T1 Toyota 
to drive a Race World Team Can-
Am in the T3 category. 

He lines up against nine tal-
ented rivals that include the 
defending FIA champion Fern-
ando Alvarez, last year’s series 
runner-up Dania Akeel, multiple 
FIA MERC2 champion Meshari 
al-Thefi ri, local talent Saleh al-
Saif and Dutch all-rounder Kees 
Koolen (G Rally Team OT3), the 
latter driving the only non-Can-
Am on the T3 entry.  

The 11-strong T4 entry was 
boosted by the late addition of 
Qatari driver Khalid al-Mu-
hannadi and his Portuguese co-
driver Pedro Santos, while fellow 
Polaris driver Luis Maria Hend-
erson of Argentina confi rmed 
that Italy’s Juan Carlos Carig-
nani will co-drive his RXR Pro R.

The competitive action gets 
underway a three-kilometre 
qualifying stage toady afternoon 
from 16.30hrs. 

That takes place after the 
traditional ceremonial start 
(16.00hrs) adjacent to the Magh-
wat conference facility.

Saudi Baja-Hail starts from Maghwat today
MOTORSPORT

Juan Cruz Yacopini in action at the Dakar Rally in January.

Golf rankings becoming 
‘obsolete’, says Smith

King Abdullah Economic City, Saudi Arabia: British Open 
champion and LIV Golf rebel Cameron Smith claimed yester-
day that the world golf rankings are becoming “obsolete” as a 
consequence of the sport’s civil war. The 29-year-old Australian 
joined the breakaway series last year after rising to number two 
in the world.
That followed a series of spectacular performances, includ-
ing winning the 150th British Open at St Andrews, the Players 
Championship, the Tournament of Champions in Hawaii and 
the Australian PGA Championship. He has, however, slipped to 
number four in the rankings. The Off icial World Golf Rankings 
(OWGR) Board received an application from LIV Golf in July last 
year, but is yet to make any announcement.
In the meantime, former world number one Dustin Johnson 
has fallen to 46, Bryson DeChambeau has slipped from 24 to 
96, while Phil Mickelson is 254th compared to 38th at this time 
last year. “I’ve tried not to take it that badly, to be honest,” said 
Smith yesterday as he prepared to play the Asian Tour’s $5mn 
season-opener, the Saudi International which features a host 
of LIV players. “I think when you rock up at a tournament, you 
know who you have to beat, whether there is a world ranking or 
not. There are generally seven-eight guys that are in that field 
that you know are going to put up a pretty good fight. “For sure, 
it hurts. I feel as though I was really close to getting to number 
one, and that was definitely something I wanted to tick off . 
However, the longer this stuff  goes on, I think the more obsolete 
those rankings become.”
Smith said it would be diff icult to replicate a season like 2022, 
but he is hoping he can make a similar start like last year when 
he won the Tournament of Champions with a record score of 
34-under par. “I think 2022 probably would be a really tough one 
to back up,” said Smith, who started his professional career with 
a season on the Asian Tour before securing his card on the PGA 
Tour. “It’s just about keeping the same processes going, really 
digging deep, working hard on my game. I think that is really 
what I need to do. Everything becomes easy when you’re play-
ing good golf.”

India’s Shubman Gill celebrates after scoring a century during the third Twenty20 match against New 
Zealand in Ahmedabad yesterday. (AFP) 

England’s captain Jos Buttler (left) and Dawid Malan in action 
during the third ODI against South Africa at Mangaung Oval in 
Kimberley yesterday. (AFP)
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T
he Toyota Gazoo Racing 
(TGR) World Rally Team 
(WRT) celebrated an 
outstanding start to the 

2023 FIA World Rally Champi-
onship recently with a one-two 
fi nish at Rallye Monte-Carlo.

Sebastien Ogier claimed a 
record ninth victory at the leg-
endary event in the No. 17 Toyota 
GR Yaris Rally1 Hybrid Electric 
Vehicle, fi nishing 18.8 seconds 
ahead of teammate Kalle Rov-
anpera in the No. 69 Toyota 
GR Yaris Rally1 Hybrid Electric 
Vehicle.

Ogier set the pace from the 
start, with fi ve straight stage 
wins amid mostly dry weather 
to open up a 30-second lead by 
the middle of day two during 
the four-day event. The Toyota 
GR Yaris Rally1 Hybrid Electric 
Vehicles were fastest across the 
fi rst 11 stages. 

With Ogier’s eighth and ninth 
stage win, and the TGR team’s 
GR Yaris Rally1 Hybrid Electric 
Vehicle fi nishing fi rst in 16 of the 
event’s 18 stages, TGR secured 
its fi fth Monte Carlo win.

Akio Toyoda, President and 
CEO of Toyota Motor Corpora-
tion and TGR Team Founder, 
commented: “Congratulations 
on the ninth victory for Ogier 
in Monte Carlo! It was the start 
of the second season for our GR 
Yaris Rally1 Hybrid Electric Ve-
hicles. The team began the prep-
aration for this season right after 
Rally Japan last year and made 
lots of updates to the vehicles 
in a short period of time. I really 
appreciate all of the team mem-
bers who always work so hard, 
even in the holiday season. In re-
sponse to their eff orts, Sebastien 
and Vincent won the rally and 
the other crews completed all 
the special stages. It became a 
great season opening as a team. 
Thank you very much to all!”

Over the years, Toyota has 
participated in many diff erent 
motorsports forms, including 
Formula One, the World Endur-
ance Championship (WEC), and 
the Nürburgring 24 Hours en-
durance race. 

Toyota’s participation in these 
events was overseen by separate 

entities within the company 
until April 2015, when Toyota 
established TGR, to consolidate 
all of its motorsports activities 
under one in-house brand. 

Representing Toyota’s belief 
that ‘the roads build the people, 
and the people build the cars,’ 
TGR highlights the role of mo-
torsports as a fundamental pil-
lar of Toyota’s commitment to 
making ‘ever-better’ cars. 

Harnessing years of experi-
ence gained under the extreme 
conditions of various motor-
sports events, TGR aims to forge 
new technologies and solutions 
that bring the freedom, adven-
ture, and joy of driving to eve-
ryone. 

The second race of the 2023 
FIA WRC championship will be 
held in Northern Europe from 
February 9-12 and is the only full 
winter event of the season taking 
place on snow and ice. 

Metal studs will be inserted 
into the tyres of participat-
ing vehicles to provide grip, al-
lowing for some of the highest 
speeds of the year.

Toyota Gazoo Racing celebrates spectacular 
start to the season with one-two victory

RALLYE MONTE-CARLO

Reuters
Melbourne

N
ovak Djokovic played 
with a three-cen-
timetre (1.2 inches) 
tear in his hamstring 

during his run to a record-ex-
tending 10th Australian Open 
title, tournament director 
Craig Tiley said yesterday.

The Serbian, who suff ered 
the hamstring injury en route 
to winning the warm-up title 
in Adelaide, won the season-
opening major after beating 
Stefanos Tsitsipas in Sunday’s 
fi nal for a men’s record 22nd 
Grand Slam title, matching 
Rafa Nadal’s haul.

“This guy I did see, he had 
a three-centimetre tear in 
his hammy,” Tiley told SEN 
Sportsday. “Absolutely (I saw 
the scans), the doctors are go-
ing to tell you the truth.

“There was a lot of specula-

tion about whether it was true 
or not, it’s hard to believe that 
they can do what they do with 
those kinds of injuries.

“He’s remarkable, to deal 
with it extremely profession-
ally.”

Djokovic’s coach Goran 
Ivanisevic said after the fi -
nal that the world number 
one battled the injury, which 
would have forced most play-
ers to quit.

“He’s so focused on every-
thing he does, with every sin-
gle minute of the day,” Tiley 
added. “That’s what he eats, 
what he drinks, when he does 
it, how he does it.

“There’s no breakdown or 
mental breakdown in any-
thing that he does. He’s been 
through a lot and to win 10 
Australian Opens, I don’t 
think that’s ever going to be 
repeated... He’ll hold a signifi -
cant place in the history of the 
Australian Open.”

Djokovic played 
Australian Open 
with 3cm tear in 
hamstring: Tiley

TENNIS

Good planning means 
no need for January 
spending: Ancelotti
Reuters
Madrid

R
eal Madrid are in good 
shape so did not need to 
spend big in the January 
transfer window un-

like clubs in the Premier League, 
manager Carlo Ancelotti said 
yesterday.

Premier League teams spent a 
record 815mn pounds ($1.00bn) 
in the January transfer win-
dow, an analysis from Deloitte’s 
Sports Business Group said, 
with more than 275mn pounds 
spent on Tuesday’s deadline day 
alone. Real, second in LaLiga, 
did not make any signings in the 
winter window but nor did they 
sell any of their players as they 
make a push to retain the league 
and Champions League titles 
they won last season along with 
other silverware.

“We did not address the (Jan-
uary) market because we did not 
need to,” Ancelotti told a news 
conference ahead of today’s La-
Liga match against Valencia.

“If you do your planning well, 
you do not need to go the market 
(in January).

“If you have to address the 

market, it means that something 
went wrong. We thought that we 
didn’t need to... because we see 
our squad in good shape.”

Ancelotti’s former club Chel-
sea were the biggest spenders 

in the Premier League, includ-
ing paying an English record 107 
million pounds on deadline day 
for Benfi ca and Argentina mid-
fi elder Enzo Fernandez.

“We all know what happens 

there (in the Premier League) 
with the money from the televi-
sion rights that are much higher 
than everywhere else,” the Ital-
ian added. “And it is not going 
to change, it will stay this way... 

gives them advantages. Yet, they 
will still be challenged by (other 
leagues) in Europe.”

Ancelotti also said despite a 
packed schedule over the next 
few weeks including the Club 
World Cup quickly followed by 
knockout rounds in the Champi-
ons League and Copa del Rey as 
well as LaLiga matches, his side 
would go for glory on all fronts.

However, he did urge authori-
ties to look at fi xture scheduling 
in the future for the sake of player 
welfare. “We will not throw any 
tournaments away, we are very 
close... In the Cup semi-fi nals, 
last 16 in Europe, Club World Cup 
semis,” Ancelotti said.

“We don’t even want to throw 
matches away... (but) the sched-
ule is just remarkable, it doesn’t 
stop. LaLiga wants its share, 
FIFA wants its share, UEFA 
wants its share, Spanish FA 
wants its share... They won’t al-
low us to have a day to rest.

“I get bored when I get days to 
rest, but the players get tired... 
We are always looking forward 
to fi ght for every title but we are 
going beyond our limits with the 
schedule as it is. Between all of 
us, we need to do something to 
avoid this situation.”

FOOTBALL

‘IF YOU HAVE TO ADDRESS THE MARKET, IT MEANS THAT SOMETHING WENT WRONG’

London Marathon to feature four 
of fi ve fastest men in history

Ethiopian Kenenisa Bekele will headline the men’s elite race at 
the London Marathon as four of the five fastest men in history 
are set to compete this year.
While world record holder Eliud Kipchoge is absent from the 
line-up, Bekele will be joined by compatriots Birhanu Legese and 
Mosinet Geremew as well as Kenya’s Kelvin Kiptum at the start 
line on April 23. 
With Bekele and Kiptum, the second and third fastest of all 
time, in the race it will mark the first time two men who have 
run inside two hours and two minutes will compete in the same 
marathon.
Defending champion Amos Kipruto of Kenya and world cham-
pion Ethiopian Tamirat Tola are also entrants.
“London always has a really strong field and this year is the 
same so I know I will face a battle to defend my title, but I’m 
confident and looking forward to it,” said Kipruto. Britain’s four-
times Olympic distance champion Mo Farah will also compete at 
his home race ahead of his likely retirement this year.

Serbia’s Novak Djokovic poses with the Norman Brookes 
Challenge Cup trophy in Melbourne after winning the Australian 
Open on Sunday. (AFP)Svitolina calls for ban on Russians and Belarusians

Reuters
London

U
krainian tennis player Elina 
Svitolina called yesterday for 
Russian and Belarusian athletes 
to be banned from the 2024 Ol-

ympic Games in Paris due to Moscow’s 
invasion of her country, hours after Latvia 
joined Kyiv’s threats of a boycott.

Ukraine’s sports minister said on Tues-
day that his country was seeking to se-
cure widespread international support for 
banning Russian and Belarusian athletes 
from 2024 Olympics because of the war.

The International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) has opened the door for Russian and 
Belarusian athletes to compete as neutrals 
in Paris. 

Athletes from Russia and Belarus, which 
aided President Vladimir Putin’s invasion 
of Ukraine nearly a year ago, have been 
largely banned from international compe-

titions since. Moscow says it is defending 
its own security and denies accusations of 
widespread atrocities in Ukraine.

Latvia’s National Olympic Committee 
(NOC) said in a statement yesterday that 
participation of Russian and Belarusian 
athletes in the Olympic Games under any 
fl ag was unacceptable as long as the war 
was ongoing.

“The Olympics are the biggest dream 
and ultimate privilege for athletes. They 
are the largest platform for inclusion 
and diversity in sports, capturing the at-
tention of the world,” Svitolina said in a 
statement on Twitter.

“With this in mind we must stick to 
banning Russian and Belarusian ath-
letes... that we are united in the sanctions 
imposed against Russia and Belarus and 
that there are consequences for the hei-
nous acts of their governments. “Their 
lives cannot continue as normal and the 
world, nor the Russian and Belarusian 
people, can be ignorant of the atrocities 

they are committing in Ukraine.” Svitoli-
na, married to fellow tennis player Gael 
Monfi ls, reached her career-high ranking 

of world number three in 2017 and has not 
played since giving birth to her fi rst child 
last year.

FOCUS
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Treble for Wathnan 
Racing as Torkia 
wins Al Jumail Cup

HORSE RACING

By Sports Reporter
Doha

T
orkia produced an excellent race 
in the feature event to win the Al 
Jumail Cup, a 1400m Graduation 
for four year-old+ Local Thor-

oughbred Fillies & Mares at the Al Uqda 
Complex yesterday.

Under jockey Ronan Thomas, the four-
year-old fi lly waited until the fi nal 300m 
and stormed to impressively win by four 
and a half lengths, completing a treble on 
the day for Wathnan Racing and trainer 
Alban de Mieulle.

In the penultimate race of the day, 
Jockey Faleh Bughanaim made it a double 
as he partnered Three Quarter Racing’s 
Poderoso to win the 1200m Handicap 
(75-95) for four-year-old+ Thorough-
breds by a quarter of a length for trainer 
Owaida Salem al-Hajri.

Earlier, the 1200m Handicap (0-70) for 
three-year-old + Thoroughbreds saw a 
thrilling fi nish with three horses battling 
in the closing stages and it was Hamad 
bin Abdulrahman bin Hamad al-Attiya’s 
Master Of Brazil, who stole a march to 
win for trainer Jassim Ghazali and give 
jockey Hugo Besnier another winner on 
the day. The fi ve-year-old prevailed by a 
head from Cobber Kain, who in turn was 
only a short head in front of Al Fahdaa.

Al Shaqab Racing’s homebred 
Wadhnan, trained by Eric Lemartinel 
and ridden by Faleh Bughanaim, held on 
gamely in the straight to win the 2200m 
Handicap (0-75) for four-year-old+ 
Thoroughbreds by half a length after tak-
ing charge of proceedings in the fi nal fur-
long.

Al Rakaben Stud’s Nadir won the 
1400m Novice for four-year-old Pure-
bred Arabians. Under jockey Hugo Bes-
nier, the Dr Fahad Salman al Hajri-trained 
bay colt kicked clear in the fi nal furlong to 
win by two and a half lengths.

It was a quick-fi re double for the com-
bination of Wathnan Racing, trainer Al-
ban de Mieulle and jockey Soufi ane Saadi 
as Matawar made a successful debut, giv-
ing the trio another winner with a one-
and-a-quarter-length win in the 1400m 
Maiden for three-year-old Local Thor-
oughbreds.

In the fi rst race of the day, Wathnan 
Racing’s Nesrine gave trainer Alban de 
Mieulle and jockey Soufi ane Saadi a fl ying 
start to the meeting. The four-year-old 
fi lly drew three and a half lengths clear of 

the fi eld in the 1400m Maiden for four to 
six year old Local Purebred Arabians.

RESULTS
1.  Al Jumail Cup - Local Thoroughbred 

Graduation Plate (Fillies & Mares)
Torkia, Alban Elie de Mieulle, Ronan 
Thomas
2. Thoroughbred Handicap 75-95 
(Class 3)
Poderoso, Owaida Salem al-Hajri, Faleh 
Bughanaim
3. Thoroughbred Handicap 0-70 
(Class 5)
Master Of Brazil, Jassim Ghazali, Hugo 
Besnier
4. Thoroughbred Handicap 0-75 (Class 5) 
Wadhnan, Eric Lemartinel, Faleh 
Bughanaim
5. Purebred Arabian Novice Plate 
(4yo Only)
Nadir, Dr Fahad Salman al-Hajri, Hugo 
Besnier
6. Local Thoroughbred Maiden 
Plate (3yo Only)
Matawar, Alban Elie de Mieulle, Soufiane 
Saadi
7. Local Purebred Arabian Maiden 
Plate
Nesrine, Alban Elie de Mieulle, Soufiane 
Saadi

Bughanaim makes it a double as he guides Poderoso to 1200m Handicap win 

Europe looks on 
helplessly at ‘wild’ 
spending by Premier 
League clubs

FOOTBALL

AFP
Paris

A
nother transfer win-
dow of record-breaking 
spending in the Premier 
League has led to more 

soul-searching around Europe, 
as clubs on the continent are un-
able to stop the drain of talent 
to England. Chelsea have stolen 
most of the headlines with their 
eye-watering purchase of Ar-
gentina midfi elder Enzo Fernan-
dez from Benfi ca for an English 
record of 121mn euros ($132mn).

But he was just one of seven 
players to move to Stamford 
Bridge from clubs elsewhere in 
Europe, and Chelsea were not the 
only ones spending big. 

Of the top 20 January trans-
fers according to specialist site 
Transfermarkt, only two did not 
involve Premier League clubs – 
one was Marseille selling Brazil 
midfi elder Gerson back to Fla-
mengo, and the other was the 
French side buying Portuguese 
striker Vitinha from Braga in a 
32mn-euro deal.

There were no major moves 
involving any of the continent’s 
powerhouses, with not even 
Paris Saint-Germain getting out 
their chequebook – they failed in 
an attempt to sign Hakim Ziyech 
on loan from Chelsea. 

The spending of the Lon-
don outfi t under new American 
owner Todd Boehly’s consortium 
was watched particularly closely 
by Borussia Dortmund, who will 
be their opponents in the last 16 
of the Champions League this 
month. “It is very wild, you just 
have to say that. They are run-
ning in their own race,” Dort-
mund sporting director Sebas-
tian Kehl said.

The Premier League’s fi nancial 
dominance is fuelled by domestic 
and international television rev-
enues which are far higher than 
in any of the other so-called Big 
Five European leagues, in Spain, 
Italy, Germany and France. Elev-
en of the top 20 revenue-gener-
ating clubs in the world last year 
are from the Premier League, ac-
cording to Deloitte’s latest Foot-
ball Money League.

The rest now struggle to keep 
up, and La Liga has also accused 
Premier League sides of being 
“doped” because of phenom-
enally wealthy shareholders 
putting in additional money to 
then spend on new players. “Es-
sentially they are ‘doping’ the 

club. They are injecting money 
not generated by the club, for it 
to spend, which puts the viability 
of the club at risk if the share-
holder leaves,” claimed Javier 
Gomez, La Liga’s corporate di-
rector general, in a video defend-
ing their own stringent fi nancial 
rules within Spain’s top fl ight. 
“In our opinion that is cheating 
because it drags down the rest of 
the leagues.”

Gomez said La Liga would 
continue to demand new fi nan-
cial rules be applied by UEFA, 
whose own Financial Fair Play 
regulations have not been able to 
halt the increasing polarisation 
in top-level European football.

Others have highlighted the 
increasing spending power of 
more modest English clubs. Take 
Bournemouth, who had never 
played in England’s top fl ight be-
fore 2015 and whose stadium has 
a capacity of little over 11,000.

In January they signed Dango 
Ouattara from French side Lori-
ent in a 27mn-euro deal and then 
added Illia Zabarnyi, an out-
standing defensive prospect at 
Dynamo Kyiv, for a similar fee. 
They were not the Cherries’ only 
signings either.

“While Europe is wonder-
ing about the dangers of the 
Super League, we need to ac-
knowledge that there is already 
a super league and it makes the 
rules,” said an editorial in Italy’s 
Corriere dello Sport.

“The real strength of the 
Premier League is the spend-
ing capacity of the little clubs: 
Bournemouth, who are fi ghting 
for safety, have the resources and 
audacity to ask Roma for (Nico-
lo) Zaniolo before fl ippantly 
knocking at Sassuolo’s door for 
(Hamed) Traore and unloading 
30 million euros.”

So is there still hope for the 
rest of Europe? They will keep 
producing more outstanding 
players and there is no guarantee 
Premier League teams will sweep 
the European trophies this sea-
son. After all, they did not win 
any last year, when Real Madrid 
beat Liverpool in the Champions 
League fi nal.

“I don’t think this will end the 
competitiveness of European 
competitions,” insisted Real’s 
former Chelsea coach, Carlo 
Ancelotti. “Last year the Cham-
pions League was not won by 
an English side, nor the Europa 
League...(but) it’s true internally 
the Premier League will be more 
competitive and entertaining.”

Jockey Ronan Thomas rides 
Torkia to Al Jumail Cup win at 
the Al Uqda Complex yesterday.

Al Uqda Complex Manager Abdulaziz Jassim al-Boenain (left) presented the trophies 
to connections of Torkia.

Chelsea signed Argentina midfielder Enzo Fernandez from Benfica 
for an English record of 121mn euros. (Reuters)

PSG deadline day move for Chelsea’s Ziyech falls through
Paris: Paris Saint-Germain’s attempt to 
sign Morocco star Hakim Ziyech on loan 
from Chelsea has failed after the French 
league (LFP) refused to ratify the player’s 
contract, a source close to the deal told 
AFP yesterday.

PSG had asked the LFP to approve the 
deal even though the required paper-
work arrived after Tuesday’s French 
transfer deadline. Ligue 1 clubs had 
to send all contracts to the league by 
11:00pm on Tuesday (2200 GMT) before 
having a further hour to register moves 
in the FIFA system, which validates all 
international transfers.

Ziyech had passed a medical and the 
clubs had reached an agreement for the 

player to be loaned to PSG until the end 
of the season. However, according to 
sources, the Premier League club failed 
to send the required documents in time 
for the 29-year-old winger’s move to be 
completed by the deadline.

PSG therefore asked the LFP for 
special approval, which was promptly 
rejected. The Netherlands-born Ziyech 
had been targeted by PSG to add depth 
to their attack after the departure of 
Spanish international forward Pablo 
Sarabia to Wolverhampton Wanderers 
earlier in January. The Ligue 1 leaders, 
who play Bayern Munich in the first leg 
of their Champions League last-16 tie on 
February 14, failed to make any new sign-

ings in the winter window. They had also 
targeted Inter Milan’s Slovakia centre-
back Milan Skriniar, but he will now stay 
at the Italian club until the end of the 
season when his contract expires.

TOTTENHAM BOSS CONTE 
‘ALREADY FEELING BETTER’ AFTER 

GALLBLADDER SURGERY
Tottenham manager Antonio Conte said 
yesterday he was “already feeling better” 
after undergoing surgery to remove his 
gallbladder. The Italian, 53, faces a spell 
away from the dugout after a medical 
assessment decided an operation was 
needed to ease severe abdominal pain.

“Following a diagnosis of cholecystitis, 

he will be undergoing surgery to remove 
his gallbladder today and will return fol-
lowing a period of recuperation,” said a 
Tottenham statement. 

After the operation, Conte – set to 
miss several matches while he recovers 
– posted on Instagram: “Thank you for 
your lovely messages, my surgery has 
gone well and I’m already feeling better. 
Now’s time to recover, I can’t wait to get 
back on the field with the team.”

Conte’s assistant, Cristian Stellini, is set 
to stand in for Sunday’s match against 
Manchester City. Former Juventus, Chel-
sea and Inter Milan boss Conte took over 
at Spurs in November 2021, leading his 
team to Champions League qualification.

Promotional activities launched for Qatar ExxonMobil Open
FOCUS

E
xxonMobil Qatar and Qatar 
Tennis Federation (QTF) have 
launched a series of promo-
tional activities at a number of 

locations in Doha to mark the launch 
of the Qatar ExxonMobil Open 2023 
taking place at the Khalifa Interna-
tional Tennis and Squash Complex on 
February 20 to 25. 

The activities promote the tourna-
ment’s sustainability campaign theme 
for 2023 and can be found at stands in 
Villaggio, Doha Festival City and in 
Souq Waqif from February 5. 

They include a unique virtual reality 
game that gives participants an oppor-
tunity to capture carbon dioxide for 
storage and help fi ght climate change; 
a game of shoot the PET (polyethylene 
terephthalate) fully recyclable bottles 
into a hoop; and a game of choose your 
sustainability banner message to win 
fun prizes.

Saleh al-Mana, Vice-President and 
Director of Government and Public 
Aff airs for ExxonMobil Qatar; Tareq 
Zainal, Secretary-General of QTF; and 

Karim Alami, Tournament Director 
launched the activities at Doha Festi-
val City earlier this week. 

“We are very pleased to announce 
the start of promotional activities for 
the Qatar ExxonMobil Open 2023 with 
our partner the Qatar Tennis Federa-
tion,” said Dominic Genetti, President 
and General Manager for ExxonMobil 
Qatar. “The activities are fun, engag-
ing and open to the public – they’ll 
promote the tournament and its sus-
tainability theme and also give people 
a taste of what’s to come in February.”

“Qatar has positioned itself as a 
top host of major sporting events fol-
lowing the success of the World Cup, 
and we plan to continue in the same 
spirit of sporting excellence that has 
become synonymous with Qatar. We 
look forward to another great year of 
remarkable tennis in Doha,” he added.

Tariq Darwish Zainal, Secretary-
General, Qatar Tennis, Squash, and 
Badminton Federation said: “We are 
very delighted to partner with a sus-
tainability-focused organisation like 

ExxonMobil Qatar in all its activities 
toward creating a net zero-carbon 
society. Qatar ExxonMobil Open has 
over the years led the way in promot-
ing a green environment through our 
on- and off -court activities, and our 
commitment to more sustainable 
energy usage cannot be overempha-
sised. Sustainability is at the core of 
our tournament, and we believe that 
the protection of the environment is 
everyone’s responsibility, with sport, 
especially tennis, playing a prominent 
role in promoting it. We believe our 
synergy with ExxonMobil Qatar will 
further increase awareness towards a 
more sustainable society,” 

He added: “Our partnership with 
ExxonMobil Qatar is not just about 
tennis but a representation of what the 
organisation stands for, especially its 
commitment to a green society. Qatar 
ExxonMobil Open has always been at 
the forefront of activities that pro-
mote sustainability and responsible 
energy use, with ExxonMobil Qatar 
being a major champion of the cause.”

ExxonMobil Qatar has also planned 
three competitions for its social media 
followers on Twitter and Instagram. 
One of the competitions is a trivia one 
and will run until February 19, giving 
followers the chance to win exciting 
prizes by posting their answers. 

The second is a photo competi-
tion that requires participants to 
take a photo trying out sustainabil-
ity themed activities at the activa-
tions stands, post it using the hashtag 
#BeTheChange, and tag exxonmo-
bil_qatar to enter a raffl  e for a valuable 
digital gift. The third and fi nal compe-
tition is a Guess to Win one that will 
run from February 22-25.

The Qatar ExxonMobil Open will 
bring together some of the world’s top 
players to compete. Confi rmed partic-
ipants include Andy Murray, Alexan-
der Zverev, Andrey Rublev and Daniil 
Medvedev.

Tickets for the six-day event are 
available to the public online at www.
qatartennis.org, as well as at various 
locations across Doha.

Vice-President and Director of Government and Public Aff airs for ExxonMobil Qatar 
Saleh al-Mana (centre) and Secretary-General of QTF Tareq Zainal (left) at the launch 
of promotional activity for Qatar ExxonMobil Open. PICTURE: Shaji Kayamkulam
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