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Uzbekistan too good as 
India’s last 16 hopes fade

MATCH REPORT

By Sports Reporter
Doha

I
ndia’s coach Igor Stimac had urged his 
players to play without fear, but all he 
got was ‘silly mistakes’ as the Blue Ti-
gers slumped to their second succes-

sive loss at the Asian Cup yesterday.
Uzbekistan romped to a routine 3-0 win 

on the night and were too good for India, 
who have miles to go before they can go up 
against Asia’s best. The 38,000 crowd at 
the Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium, mainly made 
up of Indian expatriates, had barely set-
tled into their seats when India went be-
hind after some lacklustre defending in the 
fourth minute.

What followed was more clueless de-
fending from the men in blue as Uz-
bekistan added two more goals without 

much sweat before half time to kill the 
contest. Uzbekistan, who extended their 
unbeaten record over India to seven games 
– their fi fth in a row against the south 
Asian side, will only need a draw against 
already-qualifi ed Australia on Tuesday to 
enter the last 16.

For India, they need to beat Syria on 
Tuesday and require a host of other results 
to go in their favour, for a chance to qualify 
for the round of 16 as one of the third-best 
placed teams among all groups. And that 
will be nothing short of a miracle for those 
who witnessed India’s two matches in Qa-
tar, including their 0-2 loss to Australia in 
the opener.  

“If we take the goals out of the game – 
which were caused by silly mistakes – I 
could be happy with the performance,” 
said India coach Stimac. After the Aus-
tralia game, Stimac had wanted his players 

to adopt an aggressive approach against 
Uzbekistan.

But in their pursuit of aggression against 
68th-ranked Uzbekistan, the 102nd-
ranked India forgot how to defend yester-
day and now sit bottom of the group with 
zero points and no goals. Stimac left out 
Lallianzuala Chhangte, who was one of the 
few bright spots against Aussies, after he 
felt discomfort in his groin two days ago 
paving the way for Mahesh Naorem Singh. 
Anirudh Thapa was also included in place 
of Deepak Tangri, while Akash Mishra was 
brought in for Subhashish Bose.

But India were on the back foot straight 
away after the defenders were caught nap-
ping and failed to react to a slow lopping 
ball from Otabek Shukurov. But Abbosbek 
Fayzullaev, the 20-year-old CSKA Mos-
cow winger, was alert inside the box as he 
looped a header over goalkeeper Gurpreet 

Singh Sandhu. The second goal came 14 
minutes later, with more chaotic defend-
ing from India as a sliding Sandesh Jhingan 
unintentionally chipped the ball against 
his own crossbar, allowing Igor Sergeev 
to capitalise on the rebound. Any hopes 
of an Indian comeback were dashed dur-
ing fi rst-half stoppage time when Sherzod 
Nasrullaev took advantage of static India 
defending to score the third goal.

India had their moments in both halves 
but lacked the conviction to fi nd the back 
of the net. Winger Rahul K P, who came 
in at the start of second half, struck the 
crossbar while skipper Sunil Chhetri failed 
to even guide a couple of golden opportu-
nities towards the goal. 

Mahesh Naorem also tried his luck from 
outside the box but Uzbek goalkeeper Ut-

kir Yusupov had little trouble in blocking 
it.

While Indians huff ed and puff ed to cre-
ate scoring opportunities, Uzbeks rarely 
had to raise their game. Stimac replaced 
veteran striker Chhetri, who toiled to no 
avail, with 20 minutes remaining as India 
failed to threaten their rivals.

Fayzullaev, named player of the tourna-
ment as Uzbekistan won the under-20s 
Asian Cup on home soil last year, said they 
had nothing to fear against Australia in 
their fi nal group game.

The Socceroos are already into the last 
16 thanks to a 1-0 win over Syria. “Aus-
tralia may be favourites, but this game is 
11 versus 11,” he said. “I don’t think we are 
an inferior team to Australia because I have 
full confi dence in our guys.”

India need to beat Syria on Tuesday and require a host of other results to go in their favour 

Irvine sends Australia into round of 16
FOCUS

J
ackson Irvine scored the only goal as 
Australia ground out a 1-0 victory over 
Syria at Jassim Bin Hamad Stadium 
in Group B yesterday to confi rm their 

place in the knockout rounds of the AFC Asian 
Cup. Irvine’s 59th minute goal, his second of 
the tournament, saw Graham Arnold’s side 
back up their opening win over India with an-
other three points to sit on top of the standings 
with one round remaining with their round of 
16 spot confi rmed after Uzbekistan defeated 
India 3-0 in the group’s second match on 
Thursday.

The top two teams in each group advance 
with the four third-placed sides with the best 
records also progressing. Irvine’s close range 
fi nish tipped the scales in Australia’s favour 
almost an hour into a game of limited scoring 
opportunities, even after the Syrians had given 
the Socceroos an early fright.

Ibrahim Hesar received possession inside 
the penalty area and, as he held off  the atten-
tion of Harry Souttar, rolled the ball for Pablo 
Sabbag to send a low left foot shot that beat 
Maty Ryan, only to rattle the base of the post 
and bounce to safety.

Jordan Bos, starting after a substitute ap-
pearance in the 2-0 win over India, then pulled 
his shot wide from the edge of the area as the 
Australians were increasingly gifted posses-
sion by the Syrians, but struggled to make the 

most of their opportunities.
Irvine drove a header over the bar after a 

Connor Metcalfe free-kick that was fl oated in 
the direction of Souttar, only for the ball to sail 
over the head of the Leicester City defender 
and leave Irvine to miss the target.

Irvine threatened again with 10 minutes 
left in the half, fractionally mistiming his run 
at the far post and just failing to make contact 
as Gethin Jones fl icked Martin Boyle’s corner 
across the face of goal.

Syrian attacks were rare in the fi rst half but 
when Hector Cuper’s side ventured forward 
Australia were opened up, with Amar Ram-
adan pulling his shot into the side netting with 
six minutes left in the half. Sabbag shot over 
from 20 yards a minute before the interval.

Boyle’s persistence fi nally delivered the 
opener 14 minutes into the second half as the 
Hibernian winger slipped past Ramadan be-
fore fi nding Irvine and, after turning in the 
box, the midfi elder poked his shot under Ah-
mad Madanieh to score.

Ryan then survived a scare as the game en-
tered the fi nal quarter, almost spilling Mouai-
ad al-Ajaan’s looping 30-yard strike over his 
own line before scrambling to keep the ball out 
and ensure Australia completed back-to-back 
wins.

Australia need to avoid defeat against Uz-
bekistan on Tuesday to confi rm the Group B 
top spot while Syria will have to beat India to 
stand a chance of advancing.

Australia’s Jackson Irvine celebrates after 
scoring against Syria during AFC Asian Cup 
Group B match at the Jassim Bin Hamad 
Stadium in Doha. (AFP)

Uzbekistan’s midfielder Abbosbek Fayzullaev scores past India’s goalkeeper Gurpreet Singh Sandhu during the AFC Asian Cup 
Group B match at the Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium in Al Rayyan yesterday. (AFP)

Uzbekistan’s players celebrate in front of their fans after victory over India. (AFP)

Dejected Indian players after their second successive loss.

First-ever AFC eAsian Cup in 
Qatar promises thrilling clashes

Doha: Asia’s premier efootball 
talents are poised to converge in 
Doha, Qatar, when the inaugural 
AFC eAsian Cup unfolds from 
February 1-5, 2024.

Taking place alongside the 
AFC Asian Cup Qatar, the event 
will feature teams from 20 AFC 
Member Associations that are 
currently taking part in the 18th 
edition of Asia’s premier men’s 
national team competition. 

The AFC eAsian Cup will see 
the 20 teams divided into four 
groups of three teams and two 
groups of four. Each team, con-
sisting of two main players and 
one substitute, will play against 
the remaining teams in its group 
twice in 12-minute matches in a 
2v2 format.

Played on Konami’s eFootball 
2024, the contestants will step 
on to the virtual pitch using 
PlayStation 5 consoles.

The Group Stage kicks off  at 
2pm on February 1 with Qatar 
facing Lebanon in Group A, and 
Uzbekistan and Syria squaring 
off  in Group B.

Following their battles against 

Lebanon and Syria, Qatar and 
Uzbekistan will turn their at-
tention toward their next rivals, 
Tajikistan and India, respectively 
at 3pm. At the same time, action 
in Group C will ensue with the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) tak-
ing on Hong Kong. 

More enticing encounters 
will follow when Vietnam face 
the challenge of East Asian 
heavyweights Japan in Group D, 
and Malaysia square off  against 
Jordan in Group E at 4pm. 

In Group D, Vietnam will lock 
horns with fellow Southeast 
Asian side Indonesia at 5pm, 
while South Korea in Group E will 
do battle against Bahrain. Mean-
while, Kyrgystan face-off  against 
Saudi Arabia will mark the begin-
ning of action in Group F.

Mirroring the format of the 
AFC Asian Cup, teams finishing 
in the first and second position 
in each group, accompanied by 
the four best third-place finishers 
will qualify for the knockout 
stage, where the matches in each 
round will be decided in a best-
of-three format.
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Medvedev caps off  day of 
great escapes, Rybakina out
Reuters
Melbourne

T
wice runner-up Daniil 
Medvedev battled back 
from the brink of defeat to 
make the Australian Open 

third round on a day of close shaves 
but fellow third seed Elena Rybaki-
na’s title bid was cut short after a 
42-point super tiebreak yesterday.

An out-of-sorts Medvedev 
dropped the fi rst two sets of his 
clash with Emil Ruusuvuori and 
had treatment for a foot blister 
before the Russian staged a great 
escape with a 3-6 6-7(1) 6-4 7-6(1) 
6-0 victory to fi nish at 3:39am.

“Honestly guys...I wouldn’t be 
here,” Medvedev said to the sparse 
crowd. “If I was a tennis fan I’d be 
at home. Thanks for being here. 
You’re strong.”

Iga Swiatek and Alexander Zver-
ev also survived scares and Carlos 
Alcaraz was pushed hard before 
the 20-year-old matched his best 
run at the year’s opening Grand 
Slam by getting past Lorenzo Son-
ego without too much drama.

That was reserved for last year’s 
runner-up Rybakina’s clash with 
her former doubles partner Anna 
Blinkova, who showed steely re-
solve after the pair split the fi rst 
two sets to prevail 22-20 in a tie-
break lasting over 30 minutes on 
Rod Laver Arena.

“This day I’ll remember for the 
rest of my life, on this court with 
this crowd, it’s the best of my life 
so far,” said Blinkova as she re-
ceived a standing ovation.

Top seed Swiatek showed plenty 
of fi ght as the four-times major 
champion rallied from two breaks 

down in the fi nal set to beat Dan-
ielle Collins 6-4 3-6 6-4.

Swiatek knew she was in for a 
potentially tricky test in the main 
showcourt opener as Collins had 
beaten her in the Melbourne Park 
semi-fi nals in 2022.

The 30-year-old American, who 
said after the match that she would 
be retiring this season, came out 
fi ring after losing the opening set 
and Swiatek needed her best tennis 
to overhaul a 4-1 defi cit by rattling 
off  the last fi ve games in the third 
set.

“Oh my god, honestly, I was al-
ready at the airport,” said Swiatek. 
“I didn’t feel like I had control over 
this match (but) I wanted to fi ght 
till the end.”

Men’s sixth seed Zverev admit-
ted he was fortunate to prevail 7-5 
3-6 4-6 7-6(5) 7-6(7) over Slo-
vakian world number 163 Lukas 
Klein, whose grip on their 4-1/2-

hour contest had the German plot-
ting his journey back to Monte 
Carlo. “I was thinking there’s a 
Qantas fl ight at 11 p.m. tonight 
straight to Dubai and then one to 
home,” Zverev said. “A lot of the 
time I was a spectator.”

WEATHER DISRUPTIONS
Rain hit play on the outer courts 
for a second straight day but it was 
the wind and sunshine that second 
seed Alcaraz felt had threatened 
the quality of his clash with Italian 
Sonego.

The Spaniard felt that both 
players managed to conquer the 
challenge as he gave up the second 
set but ran out a 6-4 6-7(3) 6-3 
7-6(3) winner.

But women’s fi fth seed Jessica 
Pegula was unable to fi nd a way 
past Frenchwoman Clara Burel and 
crashed out 6-4 6-2 while her fel-
low American Sloane Stephens ac-

counted for 14th seed Daria Kasat-
kina 4-6 6-3 6-3.

Dane Holger Rune was another 
high-profi le casualty as the eighth 
seed lost to French wildcard Arthur 
Cazaux 7-6(4) 6-4 4-6 6-3 while 
fellow Scandinavian and 11th seed 
Casper Ruud beat Australian Max 
Purcell 6-3 6-7(5) 6-3 3-6 7-6(7).

The Norwegian next faces Brit-
ish 19th seed Cameron Norrie, who 
also needed fi ve sets to beat quali-
fi er Giulio Zeppieri 3-6 6-7(4) 6-2 
6-4 6-4. Norrie’s compatriot Jack 
Draper was unable to replicate his 

win over Tommy Paul in Adelaide 
last week and the American 14th 
seed progressed 6-2 3-6 6-3 7-5.

Emma Raducanu’s Grand Slam 
return ended early as the former 
US Open champion fell 6-4 4-6 
6-4 to China’s Wang Yafan after 
looking ill late on and having her 
blood pressure checked.

Fellow Briton Katie Boulter fell 
to 12th seed Zheng Qinwen and it 
will be the Chinese duo that will 
face off  next.

Their compatriot Juncheng 
Shang ended the fi ne run of Indian 

qualifi er Sumit Nagal 2-6 6-3 7-5 
6-4 and the 18-year-old booked an 
intriguing clash with Alcaraz.

After early defeats for Caroline 
Wozniacki, Angelique Kerber and 
Naomi Osaka, Belarusian Victoria 
Azarenka kept the fl ag fl ying for 
former Melbourne Park champions 
as the 18th seed beat Clara Tauson 
6-4 3-6 6-2. Her next opponent, 
former Grand Slam champion 
and 11th seed Jelena Ostapenko, 
downed Ajla Tomljanovic 6-0 3-6 
6-4 while 19th seed Elina Svitolina 
beat Viktoriya Tomova 6-1 6-3.

Russia’s Daniil Medvedev hits a return against Finland’s Emil Ruusuvuori during their singles match on day five 
of the Australian Open yesterday. (AFP)

Russia’s Anna Blinkova celebrates after victory against Kazakhstan’s 
Elena Rybakina in their singles match on day five of the Australian Open 
in Melbourne yesterday. (AFP)

‘IF I WAS A TENNIS FAN I’D BE AT HOME. THANKS FOR BEING HERE. YOU’RE STRONG’

Sri Lanka clinch T20 series 
aft er Zimbabwe collapse
AFP
Colombo

W
anindu Hasaranga’s lower-order 
demolition eased Sri Lanka to a 
2-1 series win against Zimbabwe 
yesterday after the tourists were 

bowled out in Colombo for 82, their worst-
ever T20 total.

The home skipper’s 4-15 included two 
scalps on his fi nal two deliveries and Sri Lan-
ka cruised to a nine-wicket victory inside 11 
overs.

“Today we bounced back,” all-rounder and 
ex-skipper Angelo Mathews told reporters af-
ter the win.

“We have a very attacking captain who 
wants to achieve bigger things. He has created 
a good environment. That is the key.”

Pathum Nissanaka (39 not out) and Kusal 
Mendis (33) added 64 runs in 46 balls before 
a deceptive turner from left-arm spinner Sean 
Williams took the latter off -stump for Zimba-
bwe’s sole breakthrough.

Nissanka sealed Sri Lanka’s win by launch-
ing Sikandar Raza for six over long-on when 
the scores drew level.

Zimbabwe had a creditable start with 56-3 
after the fi rst six overs of power play but 
struggled to score boundaries once fi elding 

restrictions eased.
Number three batsman Brian Bennett top-

scored with 29 off  just 12 balls, including 
four boundaries in the second over, before a 
Hasaranga catch off  Mathews sent him back.

But a quick collapse saw the tourists lose 
their last six wickets for just 11 runs including 
three in the fi nal three balls of the innings.

Sri Lanka’s fi elding stepped up after a 

shambolic show in the second match handed 
them a four-wicket defeat and Zimbabwe 
their fi rst T20 win in the island nation.

“We didn’t turn up today,” Zimbabwe cap-
tain Raza said after the disappointing fi nish to 
the series.

“When we needed courage and fi ghting 
spirit it wasn’t there,” he added. “There has 
been lot of good and bad in this series. We 
have been either really good or really poor.”

Hasaranga’s 4-15 was backed up with a re-
turn to form by ex-skipper Mathews, who 
shared the new ball and fi nished with two 
wickets.

Mathews had conceded 24 runs in the fi nal 
over of the second match to gift Zimbabwe 
their come-from-behind win.

Yesterday marked the fi rst T20 series win 
for Sri Lanka after a drought stretching back 
to their Asia Cup win in 2022.

They next host Afghanistan for a one-off  
Test and six white-ball matches.

BRIEF SCORES
Zimbabwe 82 all out in 14.1 overs (B. Ben-
nett 29; W. Hasaranga 4-15) v Sri Lanka 88-1 
in 10.5 overs (P. Nissanka 39 not out, K. 
Mendis 33; S. Williams 1-13)
Toss: Sri Lanka
Result: Sri Lanka win by nine wickets
Series: Sri Lanka win three-match series 2-1

Sri Lanka’s Wanindu Hasaranga celebrates 
after taking the wicket of Zimbabwe’s Tony 
Munyonga during the third and final T20I 
at the R Premadasa Stadium in Colombo 
yesterday. (AFP)

Head and Hazlewood 
put Australia ahead 

Reuters
Adelaide

T
ravis Head smashed a rap-
id 119 and Josh Hazlewood 
blew away the West Indies 
top order to put Australia 

on course for a comprehensive vic-
tory on day two of the opening test 
at the Adelaide Oval yesterday.

Head’s seventh Test hundred, 
the second at his home ground, 
helped Australia post 283 all out 
for a handy lead of 95 in the low-
scoring contest.

Hazlewood then produced a 
four-wicket burst to rock West 
Indies, who fi nished day two on 
a precarious 73-6, still 22 behind 
and with a defeat inside three days 
looming large.

Justin Greaves fell for 24 to the 
fi nal delivery of the day leaving 
Joshua Da Silva on 17 at the other 
end.

“Feels like the seam movement 
is sharper than yesterday, more 
pace in the wicket. So yes, it’s 
nice,” Hazlewood said.

“You are always in the game 
even if you are hit for a four occa-
sionally.”

After Australia resumed on 59-
2, West Indies made frequent in-
roads to stay in the contest.

Occupying the number four po-
sition after Steve Smith moved up 
to the top of the order, Cameron 
Green (14) could not impress im-
mediately.

Shamar Joseph (5-94) dismissed 
Green caught behind, and fellow 
debutant Greaves sent back Us-
man Khawaja (45), who was snared 
in the slip.

Mitchell Marsh and Alex Carey 

did not last long but Head coun-
ter-attacked and brought up his 
hundred with a driven four off  
spinner Gudakesh Motie before 
celebrating the milestone in style.

The left-hander, who hit 
Shamar Joseph for back-to-back 
sixes, went past 3,000 Test runs 
during his knock.

Kavem Hodge took a well-
judged skyer near the rope to dis-
miss Head, who had gone after Al-
zarri Joseph.

Shamar Joseph dismissed 
Nathan Lyon (24) to complete his 
fi ve-wicket haul but world Test 
champions Australia remained in 
the ascendancy when West Indies 
came out to bat for the second time 
in two days.

Hazlewood dismissed Tagenar-
ine Chanderpaul for a duck with 
his fi rst delivery and, in his next 
over, sent back West Indies cap-
tain Kraigg Brathwaite (one) with 
Head taking a sharp catch at short 
leg position.

West Indies slumped to seven 
for three after Alick Athanaze 
fell for a duck, attempting a hook 
against Hazlewood only to glove 
the ball to wicketkeeper Carey.

Hazlewood did not concede a 
single run until his fi fth over, when 
he struck again, this time Hodge 
edging him to Smith at second slip.

Replacing Hazlewood in the at-
tack, Green dismissed Kirk Mc-
Kenzie (26) in his fi rst over to re-
duce West Indies to 40-5.

West Indies, who have not won 
a Test Down Under since 1997, on 
this tour are currently without all-
rounders Jason Holder and Kyle 
Mayers, who have opted to play 
in lucrative Twenty20 leagues in-
stead.

Australia’s Travis Head plays a shot during day two of the first Test 
against the West Indies at the Adelaide Oval in Adelaide yesterday. (AFP)
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Nigeria beat AFCON hosts Ivory Coast with penalty
Abidjan: William Troost-Ekong’s second-half penalty gave Nigeria a 
1-0 win over Ivory Coast at the Africa Cup of Nations yesterday, turn-
ing up the heat on the host country whose hopes of reaching the last 
16 remain in the balance.
Captain Troost-Ekong, of Greek club PAOK, converted from the spot 
10 minutes into the second half at the Ebimpe Olympic Stadium in 
Abidjan, after a foul on Victor Osimhen was picked up following a VAR 
check. The Super Eagles then held on in front of a frenzied crowd to 
claim their first win in Group A after beginning their AFCON bid with a 
1-1 draw against Equatorial Guinea.
Those sides are locked on four points at the top of the section, with 
Ivory Coast behind them on three points and Guinea-Bissau already 
eliminated after losing both games so far. 
The fact that the four best third-placed sides in the six groups will all 
advance to the last 16 leaves margin for error, but Ivory Coast must 
now beat Equatorial Guinea in their last match on Monday to guaran-
tee progress.
Meanwhile Nigeria must simply avoid defeat against Guinea-Bissau - 
beaten 4-2 by Equatorial Guinea earlier - to ensure a top-two finish.
The match was watched by 49,517 fans, a far higher crowd than that 
for the hosts’ opening game, when the number of empty seats at the 
60,000-capacity venue was a source of controversy.
Despite the favourable atmosphere, the Elephants are the first host 
nation to lose a match in the group phase of an AFCON since 2012, 
when Equatorial Guinea - co-hosts that year with Gabon - went down 
1-0 to Zambia.
The last host nation to go out in the first round was Gabon, eliminated 
with three draws in 2017. Ivory Coast were still missing star forward 

Sebastien Haller as he recovers from injury, as coach Jean-Louis Gas-
set made two changes to his line-up with Serge Aurier coming in at 
right-back and Christian Kouame on the right wing.
Nigeria were without injured Alhassan Yusuf in midfield and started 
with a three-man central defence as Fulham’s Calvin Bassey came in.
African footballer of the year Osimhen led the attack and blazed a fine 
chance over the bar early on, as three-time champions Nigeria failed 
to muster a shot on target in the first half.

Nigeria’s defender (5) William Troost-Ekong (centre) celebrates with 
teammates after shooting a penalty and scoring his team’s first 
goal during the Africa Cup of Nations (CAN) 2024 group A match 
against Ivory Coast at the Alassane Ouattara Olympic Stadium in 
Ebimpe, Abidjan, yesterday. (AFP)
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Japan’s Moriyasu 
dismisses fl ak 
over early wobble
AFP
Doha

J
apan coach Hajime Mori-
yasu dismissed yester-
day criticism of his team’s 
opening performance at the 

Asian Cup, saying: “It just shows 
that people are watching us.”

The four-time champions had 
to come from behind to beat Vi-
etnam 4-2 in their tournament 
opener in Qatar after conceding 
two sloppy goals in the fi rst half.

Moriyasu’s side play Iraq in 
their second game today and the 
coach said he was “not worried” 
about their early wobble.

“I’m aware that we came in 
for some criticism - it was the 
opening game and some people 
thought we were going to blow the 
other team away,” he said.

“But it doesn’t aff ect the way we 
go about our business.

“If we get criticised then it just 
shows that people are watching 
us, so I don’t mind it too much.”

Moriyasu said it was “for others 
to judge” whether Japan are the 
favourites for the title.

“But make no mistake, we are 
aiming to win it,” he said.

Moriyasu said Arsenal defender 
Takehiro Tomiyasu, who missed 
Japan’s opening game through 
injury, was in contention to play 
against Iraq. Brighton winger Ka-
oru Mitoma, who has not played 
since hurting his ankle on Decem-
ber 21, is also expected to return.

Defender Kou Itakura vowed 
that Japan would improve against 
Iraq, who beat Indonesia 3-1 in 

their opener. “Of course the game 
against Vietnam didn’t go as we 
planned but that’s what it’s like at 
the Asian Cup - no games are easy,” 
said the Borussia Monchenglad-
bach player.

“It wasn’t like we slacked off  or 
anything. We will take it in a posi-
tive way and try to play better.”

Iraq will be without Danilo al-

Saed while there is uncertainty 
surrounding the availability of 
Osama Rashid, who fl ew to Portu-
gal to be with his family following 
the birth of his child.

However, the Iraq head coach 
was unfazed about potentially 
losing two key players, asserting 
that there are occasions when pri-
orities extend beyond the football 

pitch. 
“My priority is the welfare of my 

team. Danilo didn’t feel his mental 
health was at its best and it is my 
responsibility to allow him to take 
time off . Similarly, Osama had to 
leave to be with his family because 
football may be important, but 
in life, there are more important 
things,” said Casas.

FOOTBALL

‘If we get criticised then it just shows that people are watching us’

Japan coach Hajime Moriyasu gestures during the Asian Cup Group D match against Vietnam at Al Thumama 
Stadium in Doha on Sunday. (Reuters)

By Sports Reporter
Doha

R
ashid Awajan KA al-
K h a y a r i n - o w n e d 
Toromona won the Khor 
Al Adaid Cup at the Al 

Rayyan Racecourse yesterday.
Under jockey Tomas Lukasek, 

the six-year-old bay gelding won 
the 2800m race for the Thorough-
breds (Gr3 QA) for four-year-old+ 
in an eye-catching fashion. 

It was another exciting head-
to-head fi nish in the evening with 
the winner holding off  the power-
ful opposition of Hamaki by just a 
short head at the line, completing 
a double in the card for trainer Ha-
mad al-Jehani.

Al-Jehani was in the winners’ 
enclosure earlier when Jockey 
Arnaud De Lepine guided Ahmed 
Hassan al-Malki al-Jehani’s Char-
lie Bu Thaila to win the 1600m 
race for the Local Thoroughbred 
Maiden Plate for four-six-year-

olds – the meeting opener.
In the penultimate race, a 

2000m contest for the Thor-
oughbred Pearl for fi llies and 
mares – the Khalifa bin Sheail 

KHJ al-Kuwari-owned and Zuhair 
Mohsen-trained Chealamy with 
Faleh Bughanaim in the saddle af-
ter a thrilling blanket fi nish, which 
saw the winner land the spoils by a 

head and a neck ahead of Kimnkate 
and Marinara respectively.

The Silver Sword Trial – Pure-
bred Arabians for four-year-
olds was won by Shagraan, who 

claimed victory by almost two 
lengths. 

The Saeed Mohammed Shafi  al-
Shafi  owned-and-trained bay colt 
was ridden by Jeff erson Smith in 

1,850m race.    
HE Meshaal bin Ali al-Attiyah, 

Ambassador of the State of Qa-
tar to Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
crowned the winners.

Toromona lands Khor Al Adaid Cup
HORSE RACING

Connection of Toromona celebrate with the trophy after the bay gelding won the Khor Al Adaid Cup at the Al 
Rayyan Racecourse yesterday. PICTURES: Juhaim

Jockey Tomas Lukasek guided Toromona to the Khor Al Adaid Cup 
victory yesterday.

Stunning medals 
representing Qatar’s 
marine heritage
By Sports Reporter
Doha

T
he World Aquatics 
Championships – Doha 
2024 organisers have 
revealed the stunning 

medals that will be awarded at 
World Aquatics’ fl agship com-
petition when it is held in the 
Middle East for the fi rst time.

From February 2-18, more 
than 2,600 athletes represent-
ing 197 nations will compete in 
Doha across 75 events, vying for 
glory and the prestigious gold, 
silver, and bronze medals me-
ticulously designed in Qatar. 

The medals not only symbol-
ise success but also encapsulate 
the rich heritage of Qatar and the 
country’s deep connection with 
water. Crafted from gold, silver, 
and bronze, the medals incorpo-
rate wood sustainably reclaimed 
from Qatar’s traditional dhow 
boats and feature mother of 
pearl, paying homage to Qatar’s 
historical connection with pearl 
diving and marine life. 

All the brass used in the man-
ufacturing process is recycled 
locally, underscoring the event’s 
commitment to sustainability.

Each medal refl ects the terrain 
of the country and key elements 
of Qatari and Doha life.

The curvature of the med-
als mirrors the meeting point 
of water and desert dunes syn-
onymous with Qatar’s beautiful 
natural landscape. 

Intricately embedded sym-
bols on the medal include rep-
resentations of marine life, the 
modern Doha skyline, the old 
city, a pearl and the enduring 
dhow boat, refl ecting the com-
plementary coexistence of her-
itage and modernity in Qatar.

Sheikha Asma bint Thani 
al-Thani, Director of Market-
ing and Communications, said: 
“We are thrilled to present the 
stunning medals for the World 
Aquatics Championships – 
Doha 2024. 

Each medal will not only cele-
brate the triumphs of the aquat-
ics athletes but will also repre-
sent Qatar’s rich heritage and 
love of water. 

As athletes strive for excel-
lence, these medals stand as 
iconic symbols, specially de-
signed to showcase the essence 
of Qatar, from its captivating 
landscapes to the enduring spirit 
of its people.”

SPOTLIGHT

Tovek, Gaudino shine at the second leg of Doha International Tour
By Sports Reporter
Doha 

T
he second leg of the Doha 
International Tour 2024 
for showjumping, organ-
ised by Qatar Equestrian 

Federation and Al Shaqab, opened 
with some exciting results at the 
Longines Outdoor arena of Al 
Shaqab yesterday.

Sweden’s Evelina Tovek astride 
bay gelding Moeboetoe V/D Ro-
shoeve sizzled in the late evening 
€30,000 CSI4* 1.50m (Faults 
& Time) event with a fl awless 
and top class show in 59.36secs, 
ahead of Saudi Arabia’s Abdullah 
Alsharbatly riding Fiumicino van 
de Kalevallei (60.24secs). 

Simon Delestre of France 
fi nished a close third in com-
pany of Olga van de Kruishoeve 
(61.81secs).

The CSI4* Two Phases 
1.45m event was won by Italian 
Emanuele Gaudiano riding bay 

gelding Conthargo-Blue with top 
times of 48.90 and 23.47secs. 

He beat compatriot Roberto 

Previtali on Esteban de Hus (48.90 
& 25.02secs). Saudi Arabia’s Ab-
dulrahman Alrajhi on Ventago was 

third (49.09 & 25.02secs).
Earlier in the two-star category, 

Qatar’s Saeed Hamad Juma ex-

celled in CSI2* Special Two Phases 
1.20m event riding bay mare Am-
bre de Beaufour with best fl awless 
times of 42.23 & 31.40secs. 

Saudi Arabia’s Abdullah Ab-
dul Aziz al-Alsheik on Gernona 
was the runners-up (40.74 & 
31.89secs) while Qatar’s Mohamed 
Nasser al-Qadi, riding chestnut 
gelding Galwaybay Merbreaker 
was third (38.71 & 32.29secs).

Saudi Arabia’s Abdulaziz Aleid 
on Kayenne Of de Rocky Mounten 
claimed top podium place in the 
CSI2* Special Two Phases 1.30m 
clocking 38.94 & 28.69secs being 
ahead of Qatar’s Mohamed Saeed 
Haidan riding dark bay gelding D 
Saucedo (38.75 & 29.57secs). 

The third place was claimed by 
Qatar’s Ghanim Nasser al-Qadi 
astride bay mare Ghanim Nasser 
al-Qadi (39.14 & 30.30secs).

Today’s action will begin at 
8.45am.

SHOWJUMPING

Sweden’s Evelina Tovek celebrates with bay gelding Moeboetoe V/D 
Roshoeve after winning the CSI4* 1.50m class during the second leg of 
the Doha International Tour yesterday.

Dr Iman al-Ansari, Director of Government Relations and Public Aff airs at 
Al Abdulghani Motors, presented the trophies to podium winners of the 
CSI4* 1.50m class.
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Asian Cup Qatar LOC chairman Sheikh 
Hamad meets participating teams

FOCUS

H
E Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa bin 
Ahmed al-Thani, the Minister of 
Sports and Youth and Chairman 
of the AFC Asian Cup Qatar Local 

Organising Committee (LOC) visited several 
teams taking part in the tournament. 

During visits to diff erent Asian sides, Sheikh 
Hamad reaffi  rmed Qatar’s commitment to 
hosting a memorable edition of the Asian Cup. 
“We are pleased to welcome teams and their 
supporters from across Asia to Qatar. Our ex-
tensive sporting infrastructure and expertise 
in hosting mega sporting events, such as the 
FIFA World Cup, will ensure that

teams will perform at the highest level while 
fans will enjoy a rich cultural experience at the 
same time,” said Sheikh Hamad.

He added: “Football unites people from 
across the world and provides a unique plat-
form for the exchange of cultures, and building 
friendships that will last a lifetime. On behalf 
of everyone working to deliver the tourna-
ment, I welcome all our friends from Asia and 
beyond to enjoy a wonderful tournament.”

Sheikh Hamad met with Vietnam, Syria, 
South Korea, Uzbekistan, Jordan, Thailand, 
Lebanon, Iran, Kyrgystan and Hong Kong. 
Plans are in place to meet the remaining par-
ticipating nations throughout the tourna-
ment. A total of 24 countries are taking part 
in the Asian Cup, a tournament that Qatar is 
hosting for a record third time after success-
fully hosting it in 1988 and 2011. This will be 

the fi rst time that the AFC Asian Cup is played 
on FIFA World Cup stadiums. 

Seven out of the nine stadiums used in the 
tournament previously hosted matches during 

the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022. Qatar’s com-
pact nature means that players and fans alike 
are able to stay in one place of accommodation 
throughout the competition.

HE Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa bin Ahmed al-Thani, the Minister of Sports and Youth and Chairman 
of the AFC Asian Cup Qatar Local Organising Committee, with a South Korean off icial.

Iran coach aims 
for improvement 
against Hong Kong

PREVIEW

H
ead coach Amir Ghale-
noei is expecting more 
of his Iran players when 
they take on Hong Kong 

in their second match of the AFC 
Asian Cup at Khalifa International 
Stadium today.

Team Melli started their jour-
ney in style, putting four goals 
past Palestine from four diff erent 
scorers as all of Karim Ansarifard, 
Shojae Khalilzadeh, Mehdi Ghay-
edi and Sardar Azmoun contrib-
uted to the 4-1 victory on Sunday, 
but Ghalenoei insists his team still 
has more.

“The last match was diffi  cult; 
we had to fi ght a lot and, in the 
process, picked up two injuries,” 
said the Iran boss. “We have some 
injured players, and we could make 
3-4 changes. When I said I was not 
satisfi ed with our performance in 
the previous match, it was because 
I know what my players are capa-
ble of. We are ready for the match 
tactically and we know our play-
ers are technically sound and very 
creative.

 “We should think every match is 
a fi nal and go step by step, so right 
now we are only thinking of Hong 
Kong. I am sure it will be a diffi  cult 
game. Playing every three days and 
with injuries, we need to be wary.”

Team Melli enjoyed nearly 62% 
of the possession during their 
fi rst game of the tournament, but 
Ghalenoei is more focused on how 
the team utilises that possession.  
“[Pep] Guardiola brought ‘Tiki-
Taka’ but he himself is changing; 
number of passes is not so impor-
tant, it matters how many players 
you put out of play by each pass, the 
possession and how well you com-
plete it. That is the priority for me.

 “Every player has a specifi c re-
sponsibility at his club, but at the 
national team, their responsibili-
ties are diff erent. Mehdi Taremi 

might not have scored, but we gave 
him special duties, and he is per-
forming very well.”

Hong Kong started their cam-
paign with a 3-1 defeat to the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates but did enjoy a 
moment of happiness when Philip 
Chan scored their fi rst AFC Asian 
Cup goal since 1968, also marking 
the 1,000th goal in the history of 
the competition.

The East Asian side have wel-
comed the return of veteran cen-
tre-back Helio from injury, pro-
viding a boost for head coach Jorn 
Andersen before the team’s clash 
against Iran. 

“I am very happy after our train-
ing yesterday as after a long time 
we had all 26 players available,” 
said Andersen. “Helio is back af-
ter a while, and I am glad to have a 
full-strength squad. We all know 
that we are against a tough oppo-
nent tomorrow. We played against 
Iran only a couple of months ago 
and we know how tough they can 
be, but this is a new match, and we 
will do our best.”

“Every match starts at 0-0 and 
our duty is to keep up our fi ghting 
spirit and come back with a point. 
We are the lowest ranked team in 
a competition featuring some of 
the best teams in the world. But we 
knew that when we qualifi ed and 
are mentally prepared. Iran have 
many quality players who perform 
at the highest level in European 
competitions but that will not 
temper our fi ghting spirit.

“It’s not the easiest to sustain 
90 minutes of high-pressing foot-
ball against a team like Iran but our 
condition is much better now than 
it was when we started playing. 
We played three good teams before 
coming here and we have studied 
the UAE match carefully. I think 
you should expect a very diff erent 
Hong Kong squad tomorrow.”

Palestine, 10-man 
UAE play out draw

MATCH REPORT

AFP
Doha

P
alestine kept their hopes 
of reaching the knockout 
stage at the Asian Cup 
alive despite being held 

1-1 by 10-man United Arab Emir-
ates yesterday.

A thrilling game in Qatar took 
place against the backdrop of the 
Israel’s continuous war crimes in 
the Palestinian territory of Gaza.

Some of the Palestinian players 
have lost loved ones or have fam-
ily trapped in Gaza, and the team 
have been forced to train and play 
matches overseas.

A brief moment’s silence was 
observed before kick-off .

Most of the crowd of over 
40,000 in Doha roared their 
support for Palestine, but the 
UAE opened the scoring midway 
through the fi rst half through 
Sultan Adil’s header.

Palestine were awarded a pen-
alty and UAE defender Khalifa al-
Hammadi was sent off  in the 37th 
minute, but Tamer Seyam saw his 

spot kick saved by Khalid Eisa.
Palestine equalised fi ve min-

utes into the second half when 
UAE defender Bader Nasser head-
ed the ball into his own goal.

But they could not go on to 
claim their fi rst ever win at the 
Asian Cup, with Eisa deny-
ing them with a series of crucial 
saves. Palestine lost their opening 
game 4-1 to Iran, one of the tour-
nament favourites.

They play minnows Hong Kong 
in their fi nal group match on 
Tuesday.

Palestine made a positive start 
amid a brief rain shower, but UAE 
burst their bubble with the open-

ing goal in the 23rd minute.
Ali Saleh swung in a cross from 

the right and Adil headed it past 
Palestine goalkeeper Rami Ha-
mada. The goal seemed to suck 
the energy out of Palestine but 
they regrouped and won a penalty 
after a VAR check.

Al-Hammadi was adjudged to 
have dragged down Oday Dab-
bagh in the box, and the replay 
also brought a red card for the 
UAE defender.

But Seyam, who scored in Pal-
estine’s opening game against 
Iran, fl uff ed his lines from the 
spot, hitting his penalty too close 
to Eisa. Palestine pressed hard for 

an equaliser before the half-time 
whistle but Dabbagh’s header 
onto the roof of the net was the 
closest they came.

They only had to wait fi ve min-
utes after the break to draw level, 
when Nasser horribly misjudged 
a clearance and planted a diving 
header into his own net.

Eisa scrambled away a goal-
bound header from Mohammed 
Saleh on the hour as Palestine 
turned the screw. 

The goalkeeper was in inspired 
form, and UAE held off  the Pales-
tine attack for the rest of the game 
to claim a point. UAE beat Hong 
Kong 3-1 in their opening game.

A BRIEF MOMENT’S SILENCE WAS OBSERVED BEFORE KICK-OFF

Iran coach Amir Ghalenoei (left) and forward Mehdi Taremi address a 
press conference yesterday, ahead of their match against Hong Kong.

Tae-yong focuses on present as Indonesia take on Vietnam
SPOTLIGHT

S
hin Tae-yong will not be looking 
at the past when Indonesia take on 
Vietnam in Group D of the Asian 
Cup match today.

In four meetings with Vietnam since 
taking charge of Indonesia, Shin has a 
record of two draws and two defeats but 
the former South Korea head coach is keen 
to approach the match at Abdullah Bin 
Khalifa Stadium as a standalone without 
the baggage of history.

With Japan taking on Iraq in the group’s 
other match, a win for Indonesia against 
Vietnam will reignite their chances of 
reaching the last 16 ahead of their con-
cluding clash with the Blue Samurai.

“For Indonesia and Vietnam, we have 
faced each other for a long time, not only 
at this Asian Cup but also the World Cup 

qualifi ers,” said the 53-year-old Korean. 
“We both lost our fi rst match so this one 
is important for both of us and both sides 
will be going for the win.”

“Regardless of any results from the past, 
what is done is done. I’m sure in tomorrow’s 
match, we will be better than before and we 
will show better performance compared to 
previously. It’s a privilege to participate in 
this competition so the players will have a 
strong will to win against Vietnam.”

Philippe Troussier was impressed by In-
donesia’s display against Iraq, highlight-
ing goalscorer Marselino Ferdinan and Ra-
fael Struick as those who could be a threat 
to Vietnam. The AFC Asian Cup-winning 
coach has a diff erent style compared to 
how Vietnam were under Park Hang-seo 
and Troussier is targeting a more control-

led approach as the Golden Star Warriors 
go in search of a win.

“The match against Indonesia is still 
part of the process towards qualifi cation to 
the second round,” said Troussier. “It re-
mains in our hands because there are still 
six points to get in theory. To qualify for 
the second round, we need points, we need 
goal diff erence. It means from now we have 
destiny in our hands. 

“Even though we lost the match (against 
Japan), we produced a strong performance 
especially in terms of controlling the ball. 
This performance has given the players 
confi dence. It’s clear that if we want to win 
tomorrow, we have to control the game, be 
patient and wait for the right moment. We 
also know that we have to face the spirit of 
Indonesia and I believe that we are ready.”

Hong Kong players at a training session in Doha yesterday.

Indonesia’s coach Shin Tae-yong. Vietnam’s coach Philippe Troussier.

Palestine’s players celebrate after UAE conceded an own goal during the Qatar 2023 AFC Asian Cup Group C 
match at the Al Janoub Stadium in Al Wakra yesterday. (AFP)

UAE’s forward Sultan Adil reacts 
after scoring his team’s first goal 
against Palestine yesterday. (AFP)
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