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Palestine, Kuwait and Syriareach

By Sports Reporter
Doha

he FIFA Arab Cup qualifiers

kicked off in Qatar yesterday

with Palestine, Kuwait and Syria

reaching the group stage on a
thrilling day of action. Less than a week
out from the start of the second edition of
the tournament proper, Palestine needed
penalties to beat Libya after a goalless
draw, while Mohammad Daham dazzled
as Kuwait eased past Mauritania 2-0 and
Syria comfortably dispatched South Sudan
by the same scoreline.

At the Al Gharafa Stadium, Palestine
enjoyed the better run of play in the first
half and had the best looks at goal, first
through a left-footed effort from Oday
Dabbagh that missed the target, followed
by Mustafa Zeidan hooking a right-footer
wide of the mark from inside the area.

Libya found their footing in the second
half and nearly had an opener when Ezzed -
din Elmaremi swung a shot wide, followed
later by a gilt-edged chance for Mahmoud
Alshalwi that was spoiled. Back came Pal-
estine and Libya goalkeeper Ayman Altihar
was called on to save a well-struck volley
from Hamed Hamdan.

Libya made a notable switch right before
the full-time whistle, as Altihar made way
for Abdelhadi Yassin with penalties loom-
ing, but it was Palestine’s Rami Hamada
stealing the show by saving a spot kick be-
fore amissed attempt from Maruwan Alhi-
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beeshi secured their progress. The field is
now set in Group A of the regional show-
piece, which contains hosts Qatar, Tunisia,
Syria and Palestine.

At the Jassim Bin Hamad Stadium, Da-
ham stole the show in the first qualifier as
the electric winger scored one and created
the other in Kuwait’s fairly straightforward
win over Mauritania. The winger was on
hand to nod home the opener at the back

Palestine needed penalties to beat Libya in the FIFA Arab Cup qualifiers yesterday.

- = e
-

post in just the eighth minute, following a
deflected Rashed al-Dousari cross.

Then it was the 25-year-old’s teas-
ing cross that lured Mauritania defender
Nouh Mohamed into a touch that flew past
his own goalkeeper to send Kuwait to the
break with a two-goal advantage. Mauri-
tania had a Hacen El 1d effort ruled out for
offside just shy of the hour but an organ-
ised Kuwait saw things out to set up Group

group stage of Arab Cup

Mohammad Daham (centre) dazzled as Kuwait eased past Mauritania 2-0 at the
Jassim Bin Hamad Stadium. PICTURE: Noushad Thekkayil

C dates with Egypt, Jordan and United
Arab Emirates.

Meanwhile, Syria continued their excel-
lent form this year by comfortably defeat-
ing a plucky South Sudan team to reach the
group stage. South Sudan bravely held off
the Syria attack in the opening half. But
they fell a goal behind in the 52nd minute
after brilliant play down the right wing
from Mahmoud al-Aswad, who crossed

for Mohammad al-Hallak to convert
from close range. That goal immediately
changed the trajectory of the game, with
captain Mahmoud al-Mawas doubling the
lead seven minutes later with an exquisite
strike into the top corner. Syria twice came
close to extending their advantage late on
through al-Aswad and al-Hallak as South
Sudan’s wait to qualify for their first major
tournament continued.

Norris seeks resetin Qatar
amid Verstappen threat

McLaren driver leads teammate Piastri and Red Bull's Verstappen by 24 points

% ROUND 22

With an in-form Max Verstappen (right) breathing down his neck and chasing a fifth

FORMULA

=

consecutive world championship, leader Lando Norris can afford few missteps at the

Qatar Grand Prix this weekend. (AFP)

By Sahan Bidappa
Doha

fter a bruising Las Vegas Grand

Prix, where Lando Norris lost the

lead to Max Verstappen at the

start and finished second before
being disqualified for excessive skid-block
wear, the championship leader is now look-
ing forward to ‘warm weather, playing some
golf and padel’ in Qatar.

Norris’ hopes of stretching his advan-
tage ahead of this weekend’s Qatar Grand
Prix at the Lusail International Circuit, and
the Abu Dhabi finale the week after, took a
heavy hit when both he and McLaren team-
mate Oscar Piastri were disqualified fol-
lowing post-race checks in Las Vegas.

Despite the setback, Norris still tops the
standings with a 24-point cushion over Pi-

astri and Red Bull’s Verstappen. The title
remains his to lose, but the Qatar weekend
complicates matters with Sprint race points
on offer this Saturday.

A total of 58 points remain on the table:
25 each for Qatar and Abu Dhabi, plus eight
for winning Saturday’s Sprint. Should Nor-
ris end the Qatar GP with alead of 26 points
or more over both Piastri and Verstappen,
he will seal his maiden world champion-
ship. Even if he wins the Sprint and both
rivals fail to score, Norris would move 32
clear with 50 still available. Over the week-
end as a whole, simply outscoring both
by two points would be enough for him to
clinch the title.

Before diving into the pressure of an
action-packed weekend in Lusail, the
McLaren driver wants to unwind in Qatar
for couple of days. “Ilook forward to Qatar.
I look forward to getting somewhere warm
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The high-speed Lusail International Circuit adds further intrigue to the title battle.

and just go play some golf, go play some
padel for a few days, enjoy a few days off,
and do everything we can to try and win in
Qatar,” Norris said.

However, with an in-form Verstap-
pen breathing down his neck and chasing
a fifth consecutive world championship,
Norris can seldom take a breather. Since
Verstappen’s victory in Austin last month,
the Dutchman has slashed his deficit to the
championship leader — then Piastri — by
64 points across four races. Averaging 12
points over Norris in the final two rounds is
still a tall order for Verstappen, but his re-
lentless form and Red Bull’s late-season re-
surgence mean the reigning champion will
be ready to capitalise on any slip by - as he
did in Las Vegas.

Asked whether he would approach the
race differently after surrendering the lead
in Vegas, a moment rendered moot by the
disqualification, Norris insisted he has no
intention of going conservative. “I've never
been in that position before, so I probably
can'’t really answer it,” he said.

“But nothing feels different now, even
though that is the opportunity I'm enter-
ing into. I treat it the same. I treat it like I
want to go and win. I’ll do everything I can
to try and win the race. It's a lot more fun
when you win than when you come second.
My goal is to win both races to the end of the
season, and the Sprint as well. So I’ll try and
win all three. I just focus on having a few
days off, shifting the time zone back, and
then focusing on Free Practice 1" he added.

The high-speed Lusail Circuit, flowing
through the desert on the outskirts of Doha,
adds further intrigue to the title battle.
Originally designed for motorcycle racing,
the 5.419km track is dominated by medium-
and high-speed corners and features a one-
kilometre start-finish straight that provides
the prime overtaking chance into Turn 1.
Tyre management will be crucial, with
Pirelli limiting each set to 25 laps due to the
extreme load generated by the fast corners.

For Verstappen, winner of both previous
Qatar Grands Prix, Lusail presents an ideal
opportunity to ramp up the pressure on
Norris. But Red Bull team principal Laurent
Mekies warned that the grid should expect
a complete “reset” after the unique condi-
tions in Las Vegas.

“You can’t imagine a more different situ-
ation in Qatar compared to Las Vegas. Eve-
rything is the opposite. We will reset and
try to nail the weekend,” Mekies said.

Verstappen’s win in Las Vegas was his
sixth of the season and his fourth in the last
seven races. Mekies believes the 28-year-
old is performing at one of the highest lev-
els ever seen in F1.

“In terms of driving and what he does, I
think he’s as good or better than everything
we have seen,” he said. “There are many ex-
amples this year. We know we suffered in
the first part of the season. The guys have
done an amazing job turning around the
car, and now that he’s able to fight again
for the win, he produces masterclass after
masterclass”

Moser propelling
Austria’s dream run
at U-17 World Cup

Doha: “My biggest dream isn’t
to score in every match, it’s to lift
the trophy!”

When speaking, Johannes
Moser is as selfless as he is on
the pitch. Though some might
say it’s easier to be that way
when, indeed, you find the net in
every match. Aside from the final
group-stage match, when he was
rested and only came on late in a
4-1 win over New Zealand Moser
has scored in every game at this
FIFA U-17 World Cup in Qatar.

And in the semi-final against
Italy, he was all over the pitch.
After opening the scoring with a
superb finish, it was from one of
his long balls that Austria earned
a dangerous late free-kick, which
he then dispatched himself with
stunning precision.

Particularly lethal from the
spot, four of Moser’s eight goals
at this tournament have come
from penalties. Whether struck
to the left or right or chipped
Panenka-style, he has yet to miss
asingle one.

Despite all that, the young
forward, who plays for Liefer-
ing - the reserve team of FC
Salzburg - in Austria’s second
division, displays impressive
selflessness. Indeed, team spirit
is held up as the foremost virtue
in this Austrian team. “We're like
a family. We fight for each other
right until the final whistle,”
he said after this latest brace,
having already bagged a double
in the 4-0 win against England.
“Even if we're behind or under
heavy pressure, we keep fighting
to create chances and then we
put them away.”

He added: “We are a very
small country, and it means a
lot to all of us to be in the final.
But the job is not finished, and
we want to win the World Cup.
That’s why we're here.”

His place at the top of this
tournament’s leading scorers
owes much to the fact he’s so
often on the end of brilliant
Austrian play. Against Italy, it was
an exceptional through ball from
Jakob Werner that sent him on
his way for the opening goal.
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T20 WORLD CUP

India, Pakistan to face off in group stage

AFP
Mumbai

efending champions India and

Pakistan have been placed in

Group A in the 20-team com-

petition being co-hosted by Sri
Lanka, according to the schedule released
by the International Cricket Council in
Mumbai.

It will be the first time the two teams
play each other since their three heated
contests at the 2025 Asia Cup in the UAE,
where they skipped the customary hand-
shake at the toss and post-match greet-
ings. The Asia Cup was the first time they
had met since a deadly border conflict
between the nuclear-armed neighbours
in May.

The T20 World Cup will see Pakistan
playing all their matches in Sri Lanka, part
of a compromise deal that allows both In-
dia and Pakistan to play at neutral venues
in multi-nation tournaments.

Matches in the tournament will be held
from February 7 across five venues in India
and three in Sri Lanka.

Cricket-mad India, the world’s most
populous nation, is the epicentre of the
T20 game through its lucrative Indian
Premier League (IPL), boasting top global
stars.

The tournament will use the same for-
mat as 2024 - 20 teams in four groups,
ahead of a Super Eights phase, with the
top two finishers from each group making
it to the playoffs.

The final will be played on March 8 ei-
ther in Ahmedabad or Colombo, depend-
ing on whether Pakistan go all the way.

NEWCOMERS ITALY
India enter the sport’s 10th edition of the
showcase T20 tournament as reigning
champions, having beaten South Africa by

seven runs in 2024 in Barbados.
Indian fans are dreaming of seeing their
men’s team win a second time at home,
after they clinched the 50-over World Cup

“lecV

MEN'S T20

WORLD CUP

in Mumbai in 2011. India’s women cel-
ebrated a watershed moment this month,
when the team won their first World Cup
crown, beating South Africa in the final at
Mumbeai.

Indian broadcaster JioHotstar said the
viewing figures of the final on their app
matched that of the men’s T20 World Cup

2024 summit clash, a “staggering 185mn
users’; according to the ICC.

“It is wonderful to welcome the ICC
Men’s T20 World Cup back to the sub-
continent so soon after a groundbreaking
Women'’s Cricket World Cup,” ICC chair-
man Jay Shah said.

“The passion for cricket in this region
is unmatched, and fans have been waiting
eagerly for another global spectacle”

Alongside hosts India and Sri Lanka,
top finishers from the 2024 edition taking
part are Australia, England, South Africa,
Bangladesh, Afghanistan, United States
and West Indies.

From Africa, Namibia and Zimbabwe
have qualified. From Europe, Ireland, the
Netherlands and - for the first time - Italy
are also playing. Also included are Nepal,
Oman and United Arab Emirates.

Ahmedabad, in the western state of Gu-
jarat, is home to a 130,000-seater arena
which is the world’s biggest cricket stadi-
um, named after Prime Minister Narendra
Modi.

The city is in prime position to host the
2030 Commonwealth Games, with a final
announcement today. India has its eyes
on a bigger prize, having submitted a for-
mal letter of intent last year to the Inter-
national Olympic Committee to host the
2036 Summer Olympics.

GROUPS AND VENUES

Group A: India, Pakistan, USA,
Netherlands, Namibia

Group B: Australia, Sri Lanka, Ireland,
Zimbabwe, Oman

Group C: England, West Indies,
Bangladesh, Nepal, Italy

Group D: New Zealand, South Africa,
Afghanistan, Canada, UAE

Venues:

India: Ahmedabad, New Delhi, Kolkata,
Chennai, Mumbai

Sri Lanka: Colombo (R. Premadasa
Stadium and Sinhalese Sports Club
Cricket Ground), Kandy

* Pakistan will play all their matches in
SriLanka.

South Africaeye

sweep as India
start chase poorly

The visitors set India mammoth target of 549 as Stubbs makes 94

Guwahati
Reuters

outh Africa had India tot-

tering at 27-2 after set-

ting the hosts a mammoth

target of 549 in the sec-
ond Test yesterday, moving to the
brink of a first series win in the
country for 25 years.

South Africa declared on 260-
5 in the final session on day four
in Guwahati after Tristan Stubbs
made 94.

World Test champions South
Africa lead the two-match series
1-0 and even a draw would seal
their first series victory in India
since 2000.

The Proteas kept on batting de-
spite the lead crossing 500 in the
second session and coach Shukri
Conrad said they wanted to make
sure they ended India’s hopes of a
series-levelling win.

“We wanted them to really
grovel... Bat them completely out
the game and then say to them
well come and survive on the last
day and an hour this evening,”
Conrad told reporters.

“So far so good but we also
know they’re not just going to roll
over. We're going to have to be at
our very best tomorrow.”

India suffered their fourth de-
feat in six home Tests in the open-
er in Kolkata, after a humiliating
3-0 series loss to New Zealand last
year, and they need to bat for three
more sessions to avoid another
loss.

India had been unbeaten in
home Test series for 12 years be-
fore being swept by the Black
Caps.

The highest successful run
chase in Test cricket was West In-
dies’ 418 against Australiain 2003.
India’s highest chase was 406
against West Indies in 1976.

Sai Sudharsan (2) and night-
watchman Kuldeep Yadav (4) were
battling for survival when bad
light ended play in the northeast-
ern city, where the sun sets early.

South Africa pace spearhead

South Africa’s Tristan Stubbs plays a shot during the fourth day of the second Test against India at the
Barsapara Cricket Stadium in Guwahati yesterday. (AFP)

‘Amateurish’ England
lashed for skipping
pink-ball warm-up

AFP
Perth

ngland have  been

slammed as “amateur-

ish” after their main

stars opted to skip a
pink-ball tour game despite be-
ing crushed by Australia in the
first Ashes Test at Perth.

Just three of the squad will
join the second-tier England Li-
ons to play a two-day day-night
clash against a Prime Minister’s
X1 this weekend in Canberra.

Only Jacob Bethell, Matthew
Potts and Josh Tongue - none
of whom played in Perth - will
feature despite England’s first
Test batting implosions with the
likes of Joe Root, Zak Crawley
and Harry Brook all flopping.

The rest of the squad will in-
stead head to Brisbane ahead
of the second pink-ball Test on
December 4.

Former Ashes-winning cap-
tain Michael Vaughan said he
was “staggered” by the decision.

“I'm sorry, but it’s amateur-
ish,” he wrote in his column for
English broadsheet The Tel-
egraph.

“You have 11 days between
Tests, are 1-0 down in the Ashes
and have the opportunity to get
accustomed to a pink ball they
do not play with much, and with
which Mitchell Starc is an abso-
lute wizard.

“I can’t get my head around
why they all wouldn’t want to
just play. What is the down-
side?”

Australia are masters of pink-
ball Tests, winning 13 out of 14
matches under lights, making

them strong favourites to go 2-0
up in the series.

Former England quick
Jonathan Agnew, now a respect-
ed broadcaster, was similarly
gobsmacked at why the team
would not jump at getting in
some pink-ball practice.

“Tt is a bizarre situation,” he
said on the BBC.

“Just because Australia are
accustomed to these matches
and England are not, it does not
mean England cannot win.

“But there is a huge question
about whether England would
be better prepared playing a
game under lights than spend-
ing time in the nets in Brisbane.”

England coach Brendon Mc-
Cullum said in the aftermath of
the Perth humiliation that they
would not be changing their
tactics.

“We've got to work out
whether that extra cricket is
the key, or making sure that ca-
maraderie is tight and morale
doesn’t drop,” McCullum said in
reference to the Canberra game.

“We’ve just got to work out
what the pros and cons of all
that are”

Not everyone thinks England
are making a mistake over their
preparations. Former captain
Mike Atherton said time in nets
at the Gabba, scene of the sec-
ond Test, was more useful.

“England have booked ex-
tra net sessions at the Gabba
from Saturday, including under
lights, and should benefit from
that” he wrote in The Times.

“There is also a significant
difference in heat and humid-
ity in Brisbane compared with
Canberra”

Marco Jansen dismissed Yashasvi
Jaiswal with a short delivery out-
side the off stump to have him
caught behind for 13.

Left-arm quick Jansen took his
match tally to seven wickets after
figures of 6-48 in India’s first in-
nings, after also hitting 93 with
the bat earlier in the game.

Off-spinner Simon Harmer
bowled KL Rahul for six with a
sharp, spinning delivery which
turned through the gate.

India all-rounder Ravindra
Jadeja said the home team had
their eyes set on surviving for a
draw, despite needing to attempt
the record run chase to salvage the
series.

“The ball would spin and
bounce more on day five - that is
expected,” said Jadeja.

“But if we don’t give away a
wicket in the first session then put

pressure on the bowlers. It will be
win-win for us if we bat out day
five and save the Test.”

South Africa earlier resumed on
26-0 after bundling out India for
201 on day three to lead by 288 on
the first innings.

They did not enforce the fol-
low-on and decided to bat again to
pile the misery on the hosts.

Opener Ryan Rickelton hit three
fours in the first session before
he fell to Jadeja while attempt-
ing another hit over cover but was
caught for 35.

Jadeja bowled the other over-
night batter, Aiden Markram, for
29, before fellow spinner Wash-
ington Sundar dismissed visiting
captain Temba Bavuma for three.

Stubbs put on 101 runs for the
fourth wicket with Tony de Zorzi,
who was on 49 when Jadeja broke
through.

The veteran trapped De Zor-
zi Ibw to deny him his fifty, but
Stubbs stood firm in a 180-ball
stay peppered with nine fours and
a six.

Stubbs was the last man out
when he was bowled by Jadeja,
who took 4-62, attempting to hit
a second six of the over to bring up
a hundred. Bavuma immediately
declared, leaving Wiaan Mulder
unbeaten on 35.

The Indian fielders looked tired
during a South African innings
that lasted for 78.3 overs, as dis-
appointed home fans at a largely
empty stadium waited for the ag-
ony to end.

BRIEF SCORES: India 201 and 27
for 2 (Jaiswal 13, Harmer 1-1) need
another 522 runs to beat South
Africa 489 and 260 for 5 dec
(Stubbs 94, Jadeja 4-64).

Nissanka’s 98 keeps Sri Lanka in hunt for final

Agencies
Rawalpindi

athum Nissanka’s un-
beaten 98 powered Sri
Lanka to a commanding
nine-wicket win as they
chased down the 147-run target
in 16.2 overs against Zimbabwe in
the fifth match of the tri-nation
T20I series here at the Rawalpindi
Cricket Stadium yesterday.

Faced with the prospect of a
must-win game, Sri Lanka made
sure to outfox Zimbabwe before
they face Pakistan in another
must-win fixture tomorrow at
the same venue. Zimbabwe will
qualify for the 29 November final

if Sri Lanka lose against Pakistan.
Earlier, spin duo Maheesh Theek-
shana and Wanindu Hasaranga
kept Zimbabwe in check with
similar figures of 2-23 in four overs
each, restricting them to 146-5 in
20 overs. Skipper Dasun Shanaka
also picked up one wicket.

Nissanka (2326) - who also
overtook Kusal Perera (2,305) as
the leading run-scorer for SriLan-
ka in T20Is - finished with with
his second-highest T20I score (98
not out, 58b, 11x4s, 4x6s) besides
the record-breaking 107 v India
earlier in September. This is also
the joint-fifth highest individual
score for Sri Lanka in T20Is along
with Mahela Jayawardene’s 98 not
out v West Indies in 2010.

Following Kamil Mishara’s de-
parture with 59 runs on the board,
Nissanka and Kusal Mendis (25 not
out, 25b, 1x4, 1x6) put together an
unbeaten 89-run alliance off 64
balls to see their side home with
22 balls to spare. Nissanka sealed
the game with a four and a six off
Richard Ngarava to bag Sri Lanka’s
first win in the series.

Winning the toss and batting
earlier, Zimbabwe lost their first
two wickets inside 2.5 overs to
Maheesh Theekshana before Brian
Bennett and Brendan Taylor (14,
16b, 2x4s) put on 36 runs for the
third wicket.

Taylor departed in the eighth
over with the scoreboard reading
53 for 3. Bennett was then joined

by skipper Sikandar Raza, and
the pair added 36 for the fourth
wicket.

Bennett (34, 26b, 4x4s, 1x6)
was dismissed in the 13th over by
Wanindu Hasaranga, who soon
struck again to remove Raza (37,
29b, 5x4, 1x6) in the 15th over.

Ryan Burl’s late flourish of 37
not out off 26 balls including five
fours and one six lifted his side to
146-5 in 20 overs after he walked
in to bat at 89-4 in the 13th over.

BRIEF SCORES: Sri Lanka 148
for 1 (Nissanka 98*, Kusal 25*,
Evans 1-36) beat Zimbabwe
146 for 5 (Burl 37*, Hasaranga
2-23, Theekshana 2-23) by nine
wickets.

Hazlewood backbowling in
big Ashesboost for Australia

Injured pace spearheads Josh Hazlewood and Pat Cummins
bowled in the nets yesterday in a major boost for Australia ahead of
the day-night second Ashes Test against England next week.
Hazlewood had not been seen since tweaking his hamstring in a
Sheffield Shield clash six days before the opening Test in Perth.

He missed that extraordinary game, which Australia won inside two
days by eight wickets on Saturday, with Brendan Doggett taking his
place. Skipper Cummins was also absent with a lingering lower back
injury, replaced by Scott Boland.

Local media posted pictures of both men training at Cricket NSW
headquarters in Sydney during New South Wales’ Sheffield Shield
match against Tasmania.

The choice of balls they used was telling, with Cummins steaming in
with a pink ball and Hazlewood more reserved with a red one.
While Hazlewood remains a major doubt for the Brisbane Test

on December 4, Cummins said over the weekend he was “half a
chance” after an impressive stint in the nets in Perth.

Australia coach Andrew McDonald told reporters no decisions
would be made until closer to match day.

“I know that he’ll be available at some point during the series,”
McDonald said of Hazlewood.

“We've got a little bit of that early rehab to go through to formulate
where he may plug into the series, but we expect him to take some
part in the series.”

He was more upbeat about Cummins.

“There’s a lot of positives, but now it’s just really building that resil-
ience within the soft tissue and making sure that we’re not putting
him in harm’s way in terms of accelerating it too much,” he said.
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Ben Sulayem says the
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Qatar Grand Prix is set to
deliver another perfect example
of the Middle East’s importance to
the championship, and the future
of motorsport, as the drivers’ title
race heads for a big climax.

Sunday’s penultimate round of
this year’s F1 championship ar-
rives with Lusail International Cir-
cuit now building on the key role it
plays in developing future talent in
support of the FIA’s drive to broad-
en access to motorsport.

Through the expansion of FIA
karting programmes, the Formula
4 Middle East Championship, and
investment in training for officials
and volunteers, Qatar provides
young drivers and aspiring mot-

FORMULA ONE

Sold-out Las Vegas
GP showsF1‘atits
best, Prazer says

orsport professionals with a clear
and affordable pathway to reach
the highest levels.

“The Qatar Grand Prix is more
than a race - it is a symbol of the
country’s ambition, not only to
host but to grow motorsport from
the grassroots to the global stage,”
said Ben Sulayem.

“Lusail International Circuit
stands not just as a world-class
venue for Formula 1, but as a testa-
ment to our collective vision: com-
bining cutting-edge technology,
sustainability, and a long-term
commitment to the sport.

“As we look to the future, this
Grand Prix reaffirms our confi-
dence in the Middle East and the
important part the region plays
in the championship’s calendar,
building a passionate fan base and

promoting inclusivity within the
sport. This is central to the FIA’s
strategy for motorsport growth
and development.”

Since making its Formula 1 de-
but in 2021, Lusail International
Circuit has become a key stop on
the championship calendar, fea-
turing a flowing 16-corner layout
and multiple overtaking zones that
make it ideal for close, competitive
racing.

The circuit’s impressive flood-
lighting provides one of F1’s most
visually striking night races, com-
plemented by the new state-of-
the-art facilities added during the
5.38km track’s renovation two
years ago to improve the experi-
ence for drivers and spectators.

The upgrades, including a 402m
pit lane with 50 garages, new race-

control, media and medical cen-
tre, advanced lighting, and 2.5km

‘We are incredibly proud of what this sold-out Grand Prix delivered

Reuters
Las Vegas

he Las Vegas Grand Prix

was a sell-out with more

than 300,000 fans at-

tending across three days,
organisers said yesterday, while
hailing the event as a showcase of
the sport’s global appeal and the
city’s status as a premier enter-
tainment destination.

“We are incredibly proud of
what this sold-out Las Vegas
Grand Prix delivered,” Emily
Prazer, CEO of the Las Vegas
Grand Prix, told Reuters in an e-
mail, adding that it showed “For-
mula One at its very best.”

“We elevated the guest ex-
perience at every turn and cre-
ated iconic cultural moments that
could only happen in Las Vegas,
all while staying firmly rooted in
what matters most - the race,” he
added.

F1 officials said they were still
gathering final attendance num-
bers.

The splashy night race along
the Las Vegas Strip, which debut-
ed in 2023 after eight months of
disruptive construction, had at-
tendance dip last year amid com-
plaints about high ticket prices,

which organisers sought to rem-
edy this year.

This year’s race featured an
intense, rain-soaked qualifying
session but clear skies and huge
crowds arrived for Saturday’s
race, in which the title hopes of
winning driver Max Verstap-
pen of Red Bull were revived af-
ter the shock disqualification

of McLaren’s Lando Norris and
teammate Oscar Piastri. Las Vegas
has had an economic downturn in
2025 and city officials had hoped
the race would act as a stabilis-
ing force for its tourism industry
just as visitor demand has shown
signs of weakening.

Las Vegas Convention and Visi-
tors Authority has said it is open

to extending the race past 2027,
which is as far as the current deal
goes, but said doing so would re-
quire additional infrastructure
investment.

Drivers praised Las Vegas but
said the quality of the 3.8-mile
track and the race’s placement on
the busy F1 calendar could be im-
proved.

FOCUS |
IPC chief Parsons anticipating ‘spectacular
winter Paralympics’ at Milan-Cortina in Italy

AFP
Munich, Germany

ith100 days to go be-

fore the opening cer-

emony, Andrew Par-

sons the president
of the International Paralympic
Committee (IPC) told AFP the
Milan-Cortina Winter Paralym-
pics “is going to be probably the
best ever”.

“We have a new player, which is
China, after the success of Beijing
2022, he said. “All the traditional
powerhouses of winter sport have
torespond to that.

“We will have spectacular
games also from a venue and
scenery point of view, with the
Dolomites.

“The world is going to see a
fantastic, spectacular winter

Paralympics.” He added the Para-
lympics were riding on the crest
of a wave after the success of the
Paris Summer Paralympics in
2024. “There will be more inter-
est in Milano-Cortina because of
Paris,” Parsons said. “If Paris was
not the huge success it was, prob-
ably it would be different.

“People who have never seen
a Paralympic Winter Games they
always ask ‘how is it possible you
have athletes with disabilities?’

“When you mention they could
see a blind skier coming downhill
at 100 kilometres an hour, the re-
action is: ‘No, no. That’s not pos-
sible”

“Well, ‘turn on your TV and
you can see it!’” I come from a
summer country, Brazil, but the
interest on the Winter Games
here in Brazil is huge. Because
it’s a different environment than

what we are used to” The IPC
voted in September to lift its par-
tial suspension of Russia and Be-
larus. Parsons defended the deci-
sionbut said that, as president, he
did not have a vote.

“My job is to implement it,” he
said, adding he had explained to
the 177 member organisations at
the General Assembly that Rus-
sia and Belarus were not simply
banned because they had invaded
Ukraine “but because they have
breached the Olympic truce. It’s
because they used the Paralympic
movement to promote the war,
promote invasion”

While they might no longer
be banned, Russian and Belaru-
sian athletes would still need to
qualify.

The IPC said in October it had
“received confirmation from each
of the four international federa-

tions with sports on the Milano
Cortina 2026 Paralympic Win-
ter Games programme... that, in
practice, no athletes from the two
nations are likely to qualify for
March’s Games”.

The Russians have not given
up on appearing at the Winter
Olympics and Paralympics. They
took the International Luge Fed-
eration to the Court of Arbitra-
tion in Sport (CAS) which gave a
ruling that effectively stops them
participating in Milan-Cortina.

CAS has yet to rule on another
challenge to the International Ski
and Snowboard Federation (FIS).

“We have to wait for the deci-
sion that is going to be made by
CAS;” said Parsons. “It’s not al-
ways black and white, yes or no.
There are many nuances to it. I
cannot comment on a decision
before having the decision.”

RAIN FORCES CHANGES T0 2026 WINTER OLYMPICS FLAME CEREMONY

Olympics, organisers said.

Olympia, Greece: Rainy weather has forced
arunning change to today’s ceremony in
ancient Olympia for the lighting of the sacred
flame for the 2026 Milan-Cortina Winter

“(A) change of venue was necessary due

to the adverse weather conditions prevail-
ing in Ancient Olympia and the continuous
rainfall, which made it impossible to hold
the Ceremony at the Ancient Stadium,” the
Hellenic Olympic Committee said in a state-

Olympia,” it said.

Games in 2006.

ment yesterday. “The dress rehearsal for the
Lighting Ceremony of the Olympic Flame
for the Milano Cortina 2026 Winter Olympic
Games was completed without any issues
at the Archaeological Museum of Ancient

Held February 6-22, the 2026 Winter Games
take place in Italy for the third time, and the
first time in western Europe since the Turin

The ceremony to light the Olympic flame

776BC.

is usually held in Greece at the ruins of the
2,600-year-old Temple of Hera, near the
stadium where the Olympics were born in

But a rainy weather forecast means the sun’s
rays will not be able to light the parabolic mir-
ror used by actresses in the garb of ancient
priestesses.

A flame lit on Monday, during an outdoor re-
hearsal under the sun, will be used yesterday,
officials said.
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FIA president hails Qatar’s key rolein F1

N

of FIA-approved debris fencing,
highlight the circuit’s emphasis on

innovation and its dedication to
upholding the highest FIA safety
and technical standards.

The FIA is committed to in-
creasing accessibility and diver-
sity across motorsport, ensur-
ing equal opportunities for equal
talent, with its global grassroots
programme crucial to ensuring the
continued success of the sport in
the Middle East.

An important part of this is the
Mena Karting Championship Na-
tions Cup, founded by Ben Su-
layem in 2020.

This year’s edition of the event,
staged at Lusail last month by Qa-
tar Motor & Motorcycle Federa-
tion (QMMF), was a major success
attracting more than 170 drivers
from 18 countries from across the
region.

Stage set for Derby

Trials Day at Al Ugda

o - -

Action from last year’s Derby Trials Day. PICTURE: Juhaim

By Sports Reporter
Doha

he Qatar Racing & Eques-

trian Club (QREC) is host -

ing the highly anticipated

Derby Trials Day tomor-
row at Al Uqda Racecourse, mark-
ing a key stop in the domestic rac-
ing calendar.

Chaired by Hamad bin Ab-
dulrahman al-Attiyah, the event
features nine races on the turf
track, with a total prize money of
QR1.08mn.

This annual fixture is a crucial
indicator of form ahead of the Qa-
tar International Derby meeting on
December 20 at Al Rayyan Race-
course, expected to draw strong
overseas participation.

The Qatar Oaks will take centre
stage a day earlier, adding to the
excitement.

Each of the nine races is worth
QR120,000, making it a thrilling
competition.

QREC’s Racing Department
has released the final declara-
tions, revealing broad engagement
from owners, trainers and jockeys.
Given its timing and competi-
tive fields, the meeting is widely
viewed as a preview of the battles
likely to unfold on the Derby Day
next month, which traditionally
ushers in the season’s major fea-
ture-race period.

Racing gets underway at 2:30pm
Doha time with the Local Purebred
Arabian Derby Trial (three-year-

olds only), a Class 2 contest over
1,400m.

The second race mirrors the
opener at the same distance and
grade, the Purebred Arabian Derby
Trial (three-year-olds only). It has
attracted the largest field of the
day with 13 runners, compared
with 12 in Race 1.

Race 3 will be the Local Purebred
Arabian Oaks Trial (four-year-olds
fillies only), Class 2, over 2,100m.

Race 4 delivers the Local Thor-
oughbred Trial (three-year-olds
only), a Class 2 race over 1,400m.

The spotlight then switches
back to the fillies, with Race 5
staging the Purebred Arabian Oaks
Trial (4YOs only), Class 2, over
2100m.

Race 6 follows with the Thor-
oughbred Oaks Trial (three-year-
olds fillies only), also a Class 2
contest over 2,100m.

Race 7 lines up the National
Derby Trial for Local Purebred
Arabians (four-year-olds only),
over 2,100m.

The penultimate race, the Pure-
bred Arabian Derby Trial (four-
year-olds only), keeps the distance
at 2,100m and maintains the Class
2 level. The closing race on the
nine-race card is the Thorough-
bred Derby Trial (three-year-olds
only), a Class 2 event over 2,100m.

Meanwhile, preparations con-
tinue at Al Rayyan Racecourse,
where the Ras Laffan Cup meeting,
featuring eight races topped by a
strong main event, will take place
24 hours before the Derby Trials.

Kyrgios to play Kooyong Classic
in Australian Opensign

Melbourne: Nick Kyrgios signed
up for the Kooyong Classic
yesterday in a signal that the
injury-wracked star is planning

a competitive comeback at the
Australian Open.

The mercurial Australian has

not played on the ATP Tour

since March and barely at all

in three years after a series of
career-threatening knee and
wrist surgeries. But the 30-year-
old showman has added the
three-day Kooyong Classic in
Melbourne on January 13-15 to his
schedule, a traditional hardcourt
warm-up event for the Australian
Open starting three days later.
World No.8 Lorenzo Musetti, the
T1th-ranked Alexander Bublik and
newly crowned Italian Davis Cup
heroes Flavio Cobolli and Matteo
Berrettini will also play.

Kyrgios has several other exhibi-
tion events lined up beforehand,
including the 2025 World Tennis
League in India in December and
a hyped “Battle of the Sexes”
showdown in Dubai against
women’s world No 1 Aryna
Sabalenka.

Earlier this month, former Wim-
bledon finalist Kyrgios told re-

porters his long-term knee injury
had suddenly improved, sparking
hopes of a “miracle” comeback.
“It’s not swelling. It’s not feeling
bad after a session,” he said.

“I don’'t know whether to call it a
miracle or anything, but my knee
feels like it’'s gotten younger by a
couple of years.”

Kyrgios, who has slid to 666 in
the world, would need a wildcard
to play the Australian Open, but
would almost certainly get one
given his huge draw power.
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Arsenal hope for Odegaard returnin Bayen showdown

AFP
London

ikel Arteta said Ar-
senal captain Martin
Odegaard is in con-
tention to return from
injury for today’s Champions
League clash with Bayern Munich.

Odegaard has been out of action
since October with a knee injury,
but he is back in training ahead of
Bayern’s visit to the Emirates Sta-
dium. The Norway midfielder’s
presence in the starting line-up
would be a significant boost for
Arsenal as they look to make it five
successive wins in the Champions
League this season.

“He was very close for the pre-
vious game so we are hopeful that
tomorrow he can be in the squad,”
Arteta told reporters.

Arsenal and Bayern began this
week as the top two in the Cham-
pions League table, with the Gun-
ners hoping to step up their bid to
reach the last 16 by defeating the

CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

Marquinhos set
for 500th PSG
appearance

German champions. Arteta’s side
head into the eagerly-anticipated
match basking in Sunday’s 4-1
demolition of their north London
rivals Tottenham in the Premier
League.

“We have to make sure that we
carry that energy tomorrow again
to the stadium, to each individual
and play with the same domi-
nance, aggression, and efficiency
against a top side,” Arteta said.
“This is the kind of game in the
competition that we want to face
and we’ve been very consistent.”

Chasing a first English title
since 2004, Arsenal are six points
clear of second-placed Chelsea,
who host the leaders on Sunday.
But before that summit meeting,
Arteta knows Bayern pose a major
threat to his team’s 15-game un-
beaten run in all competitions.

“Tomorrow is a great test for
us to see where we are,” he said.
“Every opponent brings different
challenges. Obviously they are in
a great moment. The level of con-
sistency they show in results, per-

formances, in every metric that
they have is very, very impres-
sive. We know that. But as well
it’s a massive opportunity for us to
show what we are capable of”

Arsenal are yet to concede a goal
in the Champions League this sea-
son, but full-back Jurrien Timber
is well aware they face a huge task
in stopping Bayern striker Harry
Kane. The England captain has
scored 15 goals in 21 appearances
against the Gunners, including
one for Bayern at the Emirates in
the first leg of their quarter-final
in 2024.

Timber is relishing the chal-
lenge of shackling Kane on the
former Tottenham star’s return
to north London. “I think he’s an
amazing striker. Everyone knows
that,” the Dutchman said. “He has
so many qualities. He’s been doing
it for such a long time already and
now at Bayern Munich, he’s one of
the best players in the world. So
it’s going to be a nice challenge for
us as a team, and as defenders, to
stop him tomorrow.”

'He has been captain for a long time, a different player, a real leader’

Reuters
Paris

aris St Germain coach

Luis Enrique expects cap-

tain Marquinhos to make

his 500th appearance for
the club when they face Totten-
ham Hotspur in the Champions
League today.

Brazilian Marquinhos, who
joined PSG in 2013 at the age of
19, has recovered from injury and
should reach the milestone at the
Parc des Princes.

“If he is in condition, he will
play. Five hundred matches is an
incredible number,” Luis Enrique
told a press conference yesterday.

“He has been captain for a long
time, a different player, areal lead-
er. We are very happy for him.”

The Spaniard said PSG were in
better shape than at the same stage
last year when they struggled in
the group section before winning
the trophy for the first time. “We
have three points fewer in Ligue 1
but we have scored more goals. In
the Champions League we are im-
proved - we know how it went last
season. Defensively, my feeling is
that we are better,” he said.

Enrique warned, however, that
managing returns from injury re-
mained difficult, notably in the
case of forward Ousmane Dem-
bele. “Every time a player comes
back, it’s difficult to know how to
handle it. With Ousmane we are
even more attentive than usual.
We love to have him back but we
have to be careful,” he said.

Dembele, 28, recently won the
Ballon d’Or for his outstanding
performances last season but he
has started just five games so far
for PSG in this campaign due to
various fitness issues.

His last appearance was in the
reigning European champions’ 2-1
home loss to Bayern Munich three
weeks ago, when he lasted only 25
minutes before coming off with
a calf problem. Enrique said PSG
were better prepared than when
they met Spurs in August’s UEFA
Super Cup.

“It’s a good memory because it
ended well, but a bad one if I think

about the first 60 minutes - we
had alot of difficulties,” he said.

“Now we are better prepared to
try to dominate the match, but it
will be difficult. Individually they
have many internationals, they
are strong, they started the season
well”

Enrique also underlined the
contribution of PSG’s academy
players.

“It’s important for us and for
them to know there are opportu-
nities,” he said. “It’s never easy
to play for Paris St Germain, but
we are not afraid to give chances
to young players if they have the
quality. “I’ve seen many players
score goals, many give assists, and
the number of goals is already bet -
ter than last year. As a team, it’s
important to have different solu-
tions.”

PSG are fifth in the Champions
League after four games and top
the Ligue 1 standings.

Frank backs struggling
Spurs to bounce back in Paris
Tottenham Hotspur boss Thomas
Frank insists his team can get back
on track in daunting Champions
League visit to Paris after they
were left reeling by a heavy defeat
in the North London derby at the
weekend. “I watched the game
back and it was not good. It was
a bad performance,” Frank told
reporters in the French capital as
he reflected on Sunday’s 4-1 loss
away to Arsenal in the Premier
League. “There was plenty of in-
tent but we just couldn’t execute
it on the day, and the most disap-
pointing thing was that we were

not able to compete.

“Now we are facing another
of the best teams in Europe away
from home so it is a nice challenge
that we are 100 percent up for and
I am convinced we will bounce
back with a good performance.”

Spurs - who lost on penalties

to PSG in the UEFA Super Cup in
August - have had an inconsistent
start to the campaign but are in a
healthy position halfway through
the league phase in Europe’s elite
club competition. Last season’s
Europa League winners are unbeat -
en after four outings and are in 10th
placeinthe 36-team standings with
eight points - one point fewer than
reigning champions PSG. However,
the 4-0 win at home to FC Copen-
hagen in their last European out-
ing is their only victory in their last
five outings in all competitions.
They have won just three times
in 11 going back to late September
and that run - also featuring a der-
by loss to Chelsea - has somewhat
turned up the pressure on Frank.
“Part of taking this job was to sit
here and have the challenges,” said
the Dane, who knows he will need
time to get his ideas across having
replaced Ange Postecoglou ahead
of this campaign.

World Cup draw to keep Spain-Argentina, France-England apartbefore final

Spain cannot meet Argentina and France

will not face England before the World Cup
final - provided they win their groups - after
FIFA announced the draw procedure. The rule
aims to maintain competitive balance in the
expanded 48-team format, ensuring the top-
ranked team (Spain) and number two (world
champions Argentina) are in opposite halves of
the bracket, with the same applying to humber
three (France) and number four (England).
Even if those teams do not win their groups, the
top four seeded countries will not be able to
meet until the semi-finals. The 2026 World Cup

on December 6.

and Germany.

draw takes place on December 5 in Washing-
ton, with the updated match schedule, includ-
ing stadiums and kick-off times, to be released

Hosts Canada, Mexico and the US are in Pot
1 which includes Spain, Argentina, France,
England, Brazil, Portugal, Netherlands, Belgium

Pot 2 has Croatia, Morocco, Colombia, Uruguay,
Switzerland, Japan, Senegal, Iran, South Korea,
Ecuador, Austria and Australia.

Pot 3 will include Norway, Panama, Egypt, Al-
geria, Scotland, Paraguay, Tunisia, Ivory Coast,

Africa.

Uzbekistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and South

Pot 4 will be Jordan, Cape Verde, Ghana, Cura-

cao, Haiti, New Zealand, and the winners from

the European play-off A, B, C and D, and the
FIFA Play-Off tournament 1and 2.
Confederation constraints will apply, with no

group having more than one team from the

same region except UEFA, which has 16 repre-
sentatives and can place up to two teamsin a
group. The tournament in the US, Mexico and
Canada kicks off on June 11, with the final on
July 19 in New Jersey.

Arsenal’s Martin Odegaard
during a training session in
London yesterday. (Reuters)

AFCCHAMPIONS LEAGUEELITE

Al Wahda fight back to
win against Al Sadd

afc.com
Abu Dhabi

1 Wahda FC impressed

again after a second

half fightback earned

them a 3-1 win against
Al Sadd SC in their AFC Cham-
pions League Elite 2025-26 en-
counter at Al Nahyan Stadium
yesterday.

The win also means that with
13 points, Jose Morais’ side
are almost through to the next
phase while Al Sadd remain
mired in the lower half of the
standings on two points.

The visitors produced a cou-
ple of openings early on, Tarek
Salman’s overlapping run cre-
ated a shooting opportunity
for Paulo Otavio which he sent
over before Roberto Firmino’s
lobbed attempt went off target.

Firmino’s involvement, how-
ever, was curtailed in the 33rd
minute with last season’s Most
Valuable Player subbed off with
an injury and replaced by Rafael
Mujica.

Such was Al Sadd’s domi-
nance, albeit without giving Al
Wahda custodian Mohamed Al-
shamsi much to do, that Omar
Khrbin, Dusan Tadic and Bra-
hima Diarra saw little of the ball
in a subdued first half for the
home side.

The tie changed in an in-
stance in favour of Al Sadd in

the third minute added time
after Ala Zhir used his arm to
block Roman Saiss’ header, giv-
ing referee Ryo Tanimoto no
choice but to point to the pen-
alty spot with Claudinho blast-
ing home the spot-kick.

Al Wahda had a chance to
draw level in an extended open-
ing half through Ruben Canedo
in the 12th minute of added time
but Meeshal Barsham got down
quickly to his left to save the
point-blank effort.

A rejuvenated Al Wahda took
the game by the scruff of the
neck in the second half with
substitutes Facundo Kruspzky
and Abdulqader Abdulla giving
the home side more bite in at-
tack.

Kruspzky forced Barsham to
make a great save with his long
distance strike before Abdulla
recovered an overhit cross to set
up Tadic for a fantastic finish on
the turn to level things up in the
55th minute.

Al Wahda took full advan-
tage of Pau Prim’s slip in the
66th minute to edge ahead with
Khribin snapping up the loose
ball and driving towards goal
before squaring for Tadic to
confidently sidefoot home.

The points were sealed for the
United Arab Emirates side in the
87th minute, Tadic turning pro-
vider this time by lofting a pass
for Caio Canedo who steered his
effort past Barsham.
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Al Wahda and Al Sadd players vying for the ball during their AFC
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Champions League Elite match in Abu Dhabi yesterday.

Ronaldo cleared to play opening
matches at World Cup

Portugal captain Cristiano Ronaldo will be able to play his side’s
opening matches at next year’s World Cup after FIFA suspended
the final two matches of a three-match ban yesterday.

Ronaldo was sent off in Portugal’s penultimate qualifying match
against Ireland in Dublin earlier this month for an elbow into the
back of Dara O’Shea during a 2-O defeat.

The red card meant Ronaldo missed Portugal’s final group game,
a 9-1 win over Armenia which secured qualification, and FIFA
confirmed that the 40-year-old had been given a three-match ban,
but barring a repeat incident, he will not serve any further punish-

ment.

“In line with article 27 of the FIFA Disciplinary Code, the serving of
the two remaining matches has been suspended under a one-year
probation period,” a FIFA statement said.

“If Cristiano Ronaldo commits another infringement of a similar
nature and gravity during the probationary period, the suspension
set out in the disciplinary decision shall be deemed automatically
revoked and the remaining two matches must be served immedi-
ately at the next official match(es) of the Portuguese representa-

tive team.”
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