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Chef de Mission meeting for GCC Games preparations held

T
he organising committee 
for the 4th GCC Games 
– Doha 2026, scheduled 
to take place from 11 to 22 

May with the participation of ath-
letes from all six GCC countries, 
yesterday held its Chef de Mission 
Meeting.

The meeting was attended 
by Sheikh Khalifa bin Khalid al-
Thani, Director General of the Or-
ganising Committee, Mohammed 
al-Subaie, Director of the Sports 
Department at the GCC General 
Secretariat, and several heads of 
key organising committees.

Discussions focused on the lat-
est updates regarding organisa-
tional and technical preparations, 
including the operational plans 
of relevant committees, readiness 
of sports venues, competition 
schedules, and athlete/offi  cial ac-
creditation processes.

The meeting also reviewed reg-
istration procedures, venue allo-
cations, and contingency meas-
ures aimed at delivering a seamless 
experience for all participants.

 It provided a platform for open 
dialogue to address any antici-
pated challenges and strengthen 
co-ordination among all stake-
holders.

On Monday, the participating 
Chefs de Mission will tour key 

competition venues to assess their 
readiness and familiarise them-
selves with the facilities that will 
host athletes and delegations dur-
ing the Games.

More than 2,000 athletes 
will compete across 20 sports: 
handball, athletics, table tennis, 
squash, padel, fencing, wrestling, 
boxing, taekwondo, karate, swim-

ming, billiards & snooker, basket-
ball (5x5 and 3x3), shooting, ar-
chery, volleyball, equestrian, and 
bowling.

The competitions will be held 
at 10 venues across Doha, includ-
ing Aspire Dome, Qatar Sports 
Club, Women’s Sports Hall, Lusail 
Shooting Range, Khalifa Tennis & 
Squash Complex, Qatar Billiards 

& Snooker Hall, Al Gharafa SC, 
Qatar Bowling Federation Hall, 
Al Arabi SC, and Qatar Racing & 
Equestrian Club.

On the occasion, Sheikh Kha-
lifa bin Khalid al-Thani, Director 
General of the Organising Com-
mittee, said: “Today’s meeting 
marks an important milestone in 
our journey of preparing for this 

edition of the GCC Games. We 
take pride in hosting this platform 
that brings together the people of 
the GCC in a spirit of unity, broth-
erhood, and fair competition.” 

He added: “The Organising 
Committee reaffi  rms its full com-
mitment to delivering the high-
est technical and organisational 
standards, in close co-ordination 

with all participating delegations. 
We are keen to listen to your feed-
back and suggestions, as we fi rmly 
believe that the success of these 
Games depends on our shared 
collaboration and collective com-
mitment.

“We highly value the tremen-
dous eff orts you are all making in 
preparation for this event, and we 
hope this meeting contributes to 
addressing all operational aspects 
to ensure the successful delivery 
of the Games.” 

Mohammed al-Subaie, Direc-
tor of the Sports Department at 
the GCC General Secretariat, said: 
“This meeting is a key step in the 
preparatory process and an im-
portant opportunity to exchange 
ideas and co-ordinate eff orts to 
ensure the best possible condi-
tions for a successful edition of 
the Games.” 

He added: “The GCC Games 
represent a cornerstone in pro-
moting regional sports co-oper-
ation, strengthening the values 
of brotherhood and fair play, and 
empowering Gulf youth – aligned 
with the aspirations of our wise 
leadership. I wish this meeting 
every success and look forward 
to a distinguished and successful 
edition that refl ects the ambitions 
and capabilities of our nations.”

FOCUS

New qualifying stage at 
Qatar International Rally 
marks a regional fi rst
By Sports Reporter
Lusail

T
he Qatar Motor and Mo-
torcycle Federation’s 
(QMMF) introduction of 
a new Qualifying Stage 

for this coming weekend’s Qatar 
International Rally marks a fi rst 
for rallying in the Middle East. 

The FIA’s Regional Rally 
Sporting Regulations now in-
clude the running of both free 
practice and qualifying, in addi-
tion to the inclusion of a Shake-
down that was also implement-
ed in Oman last weekend. 

For that reason, Qatar’s sec-
ond round of the 2026 FIA Mid-
dle East Rally Championship 
(MERC) features a radically re-
vised pre-start itinerary with 
the pre-event press conference 
moving back to Tuesday evening 
and the inclusion of a hectic 
Thursday (February 5th) morn-
ing schedule.

Rally2 entrants will be per-
mitted a 75-minute practice ses-
sion on a new 5.56km Qualifying 
Stage at Al Khor from 10.00hrs 
on Thursday. Each crew will be 
permitted a maximum of two 
passes through the stage. 

This new track section will 
then act as the Qualifying Stage 
for Rally2 crews, starting at 
11.45hrs. The result of that will 
determine the starting order for 

leg one. The slowest driver will 
run as the fi rst Rally2 entrant 
on the road for Friday’s gravel 
stages. 

Rally2 crews will start the 
stage at two-minute intervals 
according to the championship 
classifi cation after the Oman 
International Rally. 

Non-Rally2 machines will 
then be permitted a maximum 
of two passes apiece during a 1hr 
45min Shakedown on the same 
Al Khor stage from 12.30hrs. 

The ceremonial start takes 
centre stage at the Lusail Inter-
national Circuit, starting at the 
later time of 18.00hrs, following 
the removal of the original super 
special stage from the itinerary.

A late entry was accepted for 
Saudi driver Hamza Bakhashab 
and his Irish co-driver Lorcan 
Moore in a Toyota GR Yaris Ral-
ly2. The duo fi nished eighth in 
the recent Oman International 
Rally after restarting under the 
Rally2 ruling following a fi rst 
day accident that resulted in 
suspension and wheel damage. 

The event will be held under 
the chairmanship of QMMF 
President Abdulrahman al-
Mannai, senior committee 
member Abdulrazaq al-Kuwari 
and the QMMF’s Executive Di-
rector Amro al-Hamad. 

Administration checks will 
take place on Tuesday at the Lu-
sail International Circuit

SPOTLIGHT

Man City held by 
Solanke stunner
AFP
London

M
anchester City’s Pre-
mier League title chal-
lenge hit a fresh stum-
bling block as Dominic 

Solanke’s acrobatic strike salvaged 
a 2-2 draw for struggling Totten-
ham yesterday, while Benjamin 
Sesko secured another thrilling 
3-2 win for Manchester United 
over Fulham.

City were cruising towards what 
would have been another damag-
ing defeat for Spurs boss Thomas 
Frank as they led 2-0 at half-time.

But Solanke scored twice in the 
second half to leave Pep Guardio-
la’s men six points adrift of leaders 
Arsenal.

City have won just one of their 
six league games in 2026 to allow 
the Gunners to move closer to a 
fi rst title in 22 years.

Rayan Cherki fi red the visitors 
into an early lead and was only 
denied a spectacular second by a 
brilliant Guglielmo Vicario save.

Antoine Semenyo did double 
City’s advantage before the break 
to spark uproar from the furious 
Spurs support at half-time.

However, Tottenham fl ipped 
the script in the second period to 
give Frank some breathing space.

Solanke’s absence for most of 
the season due to injury has played 
a major part in Spurs’ struggles.

The England international’s 
fi nish from close range halved the 
defi cit before he produced a stun-
ning moment of athleticism to 
hook the ball past Gianluigi Don-
narumma with a scorpion kick.

Sesko rides to Man Utd rescue
A third consecutive win since 

Michael Carrick took the reins 
at Old Traff ord propelled United 
back into the top four at the ex-
pense of Chelsea and Liverpool.

A week on from a 3-2 win at 
Arsenal, it was another throw-
back to United’s glory days during 

Carrick’s playing career as they 
snatched victory in dramatic fash-
ion after a Fulham fi ghtback.

Goals from Casemiro and Math-
eus Cunha either side of half-time 
put United in command.

Just a second defeat in nine 
league games dealt a blow to Ful-
ham’s own hopes of European 
football next season.

The visitors showed plenty of 
fi ght as Raul Jimenez’s penalty fi ve 
minutes from time began a frantic 
fi nale before Kevin’s spectacular 
strike looked to have salvaged a 
point.

But United went straight down 
the other end and Sesko spun 
onto Bruno Fernandes’ pass before 
blasting into the top corner.

“It’s the best feeling I have to 
say,” Carrick said.

“Some of the best moments I’ve 

been part of here, you can dis-
sect performances and there are 
plusses and not, and then you get a 
moment of elation and excitement 
like that.”

Villa’s title dreams fade
To cap a fi ne day for Arsenal, 
third-placed Aston Villa were 
beaten 1-0 at home by 10-man 
Brentford to remain seven points 
off  the top.

Kevin Schade was sent off  for 
kicking out at Matty Cash on 42 
minutes.

But in fi rst-half stoppage time, 
the Bees took the lead when Dango 
Ouattara blasted in from a narrow 
angle.

Villa laid seige to the Brentford 
goal after the break but lacked 
the invention to break the visitors 
down.

Tammy Abraham did have the 
ball in the net but was denied a de-
but goal on his return to Villa after 
a VAR review found the ball had 
gone out of play in the build-up.

Crystal Palace also failed to 
make the most of a man advantage 
in a 1-1 draw at Nottingham For-
est.

Morgan Gibbs-White’s early 
strike put Forest in front, but Neco 
Williams’ decision to punch the 
ball clear off  his own goal-line just 
before half-time was the break the 
visitors needed.

Ismaila Sarr netted from the 
penalty spot after Williams was 
shown a red card.

However, Palace failed to end 
their 12-game wait for a win and 
remain just three points above 
Forest and nine clear of the bot-
tom three.

FOOTBALL

Sesko strikes to rescue Manchester United, Villa beaten by Brentford

Tottenham Hotspur’s Dominic Solanke celebrates scoring their second goal with Xavi Simons against 
Manchester City in London yesterday. (Reuters)

Rashed al-Muhannadi in 
action during last year’s 
Qatar International Rally.
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Pakistan team to boycott T20 World Cup 
group match against India in Colombo 
Reuters
Islamabad

P
akistan will boycott their 
February 15 match  of the 
Twenty20 World Cup 
against arch-rivals India 

in Colombo, the  Pakistan govern-
ment said yesterday  while approv-
ing the team’s participation in the 
global showpiece.

“The government... grants ap-
proval to the Pakistan cricket team 
to participate in the ICC World T20 
2026, however, the Pakistan Crick-
et Team shall not take the fi eld in 
the  match scheduled on 15th Feb-
ruary 2026 against India,” the post 
on the government’s offi  cial X ac-
count said without elaborating on 
reasons behind the decision.

Pakistan would forfeit two 
points if they boycotted the India 
match. 

There was no clarity on what 
would happen should the bitter 

neighbours meet in a knockout 
game. Pakistan are scheduled to 
play their Group A matches in Sri 
Lanka in keeping with  their policy 
of not touring India due to geopo-
litical tensions.

Bilateral cricket remains sus-
pended between the nuclear-
armed neighbours, who engaged 
in a military confl ict that nearly 
snowballed into a fully-fl edged 
war  last year.

Their fraught political relations 
prompted the governing Inter-
national  Cricket Council (ICC) to 
broker an arrangement allowing 
them to play at a neutral venue 
when their neighbour hosts a glo-
bal tournament.

The 2009 champions had ear-
lier announced their squad for the 
20-team tournament beginning 
on February 7, maintaining that 
their participation was subject to 

government approval. Their deci-
sion to boycott the India match 
is a serious blow to the tourna-
ment because an India-Pakistan 
clash remains cricket’s greatest 
blockbuster, which is why they are 
clubbed together in the same group 
in ICC events.

This is not the fi rst example of 
geopolitical tension aff ecting the 
tournament though.

Bangladesh have been replaced 

by Scotland in the global  show-
piece following their refusal to 
travel  to India over safety con-
cerns.

The latest setback is a continu-
ation of the soured India-Pakistan 
relations which manifested in last 
year’s Asia Cup in Dubai.

India  beat Pakistan three times 
in the tournament, including in the 
September 28 fi nal, but declined to 
shake hands with their opponents 

and refused to accept the trophy 
from Asian Cricket Council chief 
Mohsin Naqvi, who is also Paki-
stan’s interior minister.

Namibia, United States and the 
Netherlands are also in Group A 
from which two sides will advance 
to  the tournament’s Super Eight 
stage.

“I extend my best wishes to the 
Pakistan team for the World Cup,” 
Naqvi, also the Pakistan Cricket 
Board chairman, was quoted as 
saying by Geo TV.

“I hope the team will return with 
the T20 World Cup trophy.”

The PCB supported Bangla-
desh’s demands to shift their 
matches to Sri Lanka. The ICC 
ruled out any threat to Bangladesh 
players or fans in India and rejected 
their late demand for a schedule 
change.

An ICC spokesperson did not 
immediately reply to a Reuters 
message seeking comments on the 
development.

Pakistan sweep 
Twenty20 series 
against Australia

AFP
Lahore, Pakistan

S
aim Ayub and Babar Azam 
hit half-centuries and 
Mohammad Nawaz took 
fi ve wickets as Pakistan 

thrashed Australia by 111 runs to 
sweep the T20 series 3-0 yester-
day.

Ayub hit 56 off  37 balls at the 
top of the order and Azam added 
an unbeaten 50 as Pakistan post-
ed 207-6 before spinner Nawaz’s 
career-best 5-18 helped skittle 
Australia for 96 in Lahore.

The series gives Pakistan an-
other T20 whitewash of Aus-
tralia, following a 2-0 victory in 
2010 and a 3-0 sweep in 2018, 
providing a timely boost ahead 
of next week’s T20 World Cup. 
The tournament, jointly hosted 
by India and Sri Lanka, begins on 
February 7.

Australia, who lost the fi rst 
match by 22 runs and the second 
by 90, were jolted early when 
skipper Mitchell Marsh was 
bowled by Shaheen Shah Afridi 

for one. Nawaz removed the other 
opener Matthew Short cheaply 
and also accounted for Cameron 
Green (22) and Marcus Stoinis 
(23). Shaheen, who took 2-16, 
bowled Matt Renshaw as Aus-
tralia slumped to 63-5.

Nawaz then dismissed Josh 
Philippe for 14 and Cooper Con-
nolly without scoring to improve 
on his previous best T20I fi gures 
of 5-19 against Afghanistan in 
Sharjah last year.

Skipper Salman Agha praised 
his team’s performance in the se-
ries. “We have been excellent in 
all departments; I can’t fi nd any 
mistakes,” said Agha. “We domi-
nated them. I am in a great frame 
of mind right now.

“I know how to handle the cap-
taincy when I go out to bat and I 
really want to do that in the World 
Cup as well.”

Marsh admitted his team had 
not been good enough. “Pakistan 

certainly outplayed us through-
out the whole series. 

“As I said yesterday, there are 
learnings for us in this series,” 
said Marsh.

Pakistan, who won the toss and 
batted for the third time in a row, 
were led by Ayub and Azam.

Once opener Fakhar Zaman 
went for 10 and Agha for fi ve, 
Ayub and Azam steadied the in-
nings during their third-wicket 
stand of 69 off  45 balls.

Ayub smashed two sixes and 
six fours in his sixth T20I fi fty 
while Azam’s knock included a six 
and three fours.

Shadab Khan ignited the innings 
with a blistering 46 off  just 19 balls, 
hammering fi ve sixes and two fours 
as he added 57 from 28 deliveries 
with Azam. Pakistan piled on 70 
runs in the fi nal fi ve overs to surge 
to a commanding total.

BRIEF SCORES
Pakistan 207 for 6 (Ayub 56, 
Babar 50*, Shadab 46, Dwarshuis 
2-39) beat Australia 96 (Stoinis 
23, Green 22, Nawaz 5-18, 
Shaheen 2-16) by 111 runs

Pakistan team players and off icials pose after beating Australia in the third and final T20I in Lahore yesterday. Pakistan won the three-match 
series 3-0.

ANNOUNCEMENT

FOCUS

‘We have been excellent in all departments; I can’t find any mistakes’

Pakistan’s Saim Ayub plays a shot during the third Twenty20 
international against and Australia yesterday. (AFP)

Hetmyer smashes 48 
as Windies beat SA by 6 
runs in 10-over shootout
Reuters
Johannesburg 

S
himron Hetmyer smashed 
an unbeaten 48 in 22 balls 
to help West Indies to  a 
six-run victory over hosts 

 South Africa  in a Twenty20 Inter-
national reduced to 10 overs per 
side at The Wanderers in Johan-
nesburg on Saturday.

South  Africa had already 
wrapped up the three-match se-
ries going into the fi nal fi xture on 
Saturday, when the threat of light-
ning on the Highveld shortened 
the contest.

South Africa  won the toss and 
sent the tourists into bat for the 
third time  in the series, with Het-
myer  and opener Shai Hope (48 
from 25 balls) helping the West 
Indies to 114 for three in their 10 
overs.

The target for the home side was 

adjusted to 125 via the Duckworth-
Lewis-Stern method, but the 
West Indies applied early pressure 
through their spinners.

Akeal  Hosein (1-25) and 
 Gudakesh Motie (3-17) put the 
home side on the back foot  and as 
the rate grew, they lost wickets at 
regular intervals.

South Africa needed 16 runs off  
the last over from Shamar Joseph, 
who bowled a  succession of york-
ers to close out the game for the 
visitors.

Both countries now head to the 
T20 World Cup where the West 
Indies start against Scotland on 
February 7, while South Africa’s 
fi rst match is against Canada on 
February 9.

BRIEF SCORES
West Indies 114 for 3 (Hetmyer 
48, Hope 48) beat South Africa 
118 for 6 (de Kock 28, Motie 3-17) 
by 6 runs - DLS

England’s Tom Banton in action during the 
second Twenty20 International against Sri Lanka 
yesterday. (Reuters)

West Indies’ Shimron Hetmyer (right) looks on as South Africa’s 
wicketkeeper Quinton de Kock makes an appeal during the third 
Twenty20 international in Johannesburg. (AFP)

England underline World Cup credentials with series win over Sri Lanka

SPOTLIGHT

BOTTOMLINE

AFP
Pallekele, Sri Lanka

E
ngland completed a convincing 
six-wicket win over Sri Lanka in 
the second T20 international to 
wrap up the three-match series 

with a game to spare at Pallekele yester-
day.

The series, a warm-up for the up-
coming T20 World Cup to be co-hosted 
by Sri Lanka and India, underlined why 
England remain among the contenders 
for the title.

Having edged the opener by 11 runs, 

the tourists produced another clinical 
display to take an unassailable 2-0 lead.

“It was an outstanding performance. 
We are gearing up well for the World Cup 
and couldn’t have asked anything bet-
ter from the lads,” said England captain 
Harry Brook. “Our batting looks good 
and so is our bowling, especially the spin 
department as we know spin will be a key 
factor playing in this part of the world.”

A rain interruption with England on 57 
for two in 7.2 overs saw an original target 
of 190 revised to 168 in 17 overs under 
the DLS method.

At that stage, the hosts sensed an 
opening as their spinners tightened the 

screws and dragged England behind the 
required rate.

However Brook changed the complex-
ion of the chase in the blink of an eye.

Brook launched a brutal counter-at-
tack, smashing 36 off  just 12 deliveries, 
peppering the stands with two fours and 
four towering sixes to swing the mo-
mentum fi rmly England’s way.

Brook’s assault reduced the equa-
tion to a manageable 39 off  27 balls and 
from there it was a matter of milking the 
bowling and punishing anything loose.

Tom Banton played the fi nisher’s role 
to perfection, anchoring the chase with 
a fl uent 54 off  33 balls as England crossed 

the line with two balls to spare. Sri Lanka 
had done well earlier to post 189 for fi ve 
after being sent in, but against a versatile 
and deep England batting line-up it was 
always a total that needed something ex-
tra. Openers Pathum Nissanka and Ka-
mil Mishara provided a rollicking start, 
adding 56 off  33 balls while Pavan Rath-
nayake impressed with 40 off  22 balls.

BRIEF SCORES
England 173 for 4 (Banton 54*, Buttler 
39, Brook 36) beat Sri Lanka 189 for 5 
(Rathnayake 40, Mishara 36, Nissanka 
34, Mendis 32, Archer 2-42) by 6 wickets 
(DLS method)
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Curtain falls on combat sports gala in Doha
QNA
Doha

A
mid an incredible at-
tendance of spectators 
marked by epic success, 
the curtain fell on the 8th 

Katara Boxing Championships in 
Doha on Saturday.

The three-day competition, or-
ganised by the Qatar Boxing and 
Wrestling Federation (QBWF), was 
held in both the amateur and pro-
fessional categories. 

The amateur bouts took place 
over the fi rst two days, featuring 
around 65 boxers across the three 
age groups (open, youth, and jun-
iors), representing 15 clubs from 
Qatar and a team from Lebanon, 
competing across 10 weight divi-
sions.

As for the professional cat-
egory bouts, which took place in 
the evening on the fi nal day of the 
championships, they showcased 
six intense matches on both the 
technical and tactical levels, with 
world champions competing for 5 
Asian and World titles under the 
WBC, as well as the Diamond Belt.

In the fi rst match, Russian Kerim 
Khan Kerimkhanov claimed victo-
ry on points over Lebanese Abdul-
wahab Mashareqi after a balanced 
contest between the two sides.

In the second match, Qatar’s 
Ruslan Satiev, secured a quick win 
by defeating his Azerbaijani oppo-
nent, Bairam Shammadov, in the 
second round by knockout.

The third bout, featuring Philip-
pine boxer Jadalie Carolina Medei-
ros and her Iranian opponent, Shi-
rin Shabani, was fi erce and lasted 
eight rounds, before Medeiros 
claimed victory on points.

In the fourth match, Algerian 
Idriss Labidi won decisively over 
his Indonesian opponent, Rivo 
Rengkung, fi nishing the bout in the 
second round by knockout.

In the fi fth bout, Iranian Sajad 
Sattari defeated his Thai oppo-
nent, Kaonar, in the second round 
by knockout.

Finally, in the sixth and con-
cluding bout, Russian Ali Aliev tri-
umphed on points over American 
Chip Moraza-Pollard after a strong 
contest from both fi ghters.

President of QBWF Sheikh Fa-
had bin Khalid al-Thani said that 
throughout the three-day saga, 
the event featured participation 
from all age categories - Prep, Jun-
ior, Youth, and Elite/Professional 
-with the fi rst and second days 

dedicated to amateur competitions 
in the men’s, youth, and junior di-
visions, featuring 15 clubs from 
Qatar and a team from Lebanon, 
competing across 10 weight divi-
sions for 26 gold medals.

The fi nal day was reserved for 
professional bouts in various com-
bat sports, featuring world-ranked 
fi ghters competing for 4 Asian and 
World WBC titles, as well as the 

Diamond Belt, Sheikh Fahad high-
lighted. 

He added that the event is one 
of the key tournaments in QBWF’s 
calendar, affi  rming that the fed-
eration is committed to holding it 
annually to discover new boxing 
talent for the diff erent age-group 
national teams, while also giving 
clubs and centres across the na-
tion the opportunity to participate, 

gain experience, and develop their 
competitive level.

This was a record-breaking par-
ticipation and stronger than previ-
ous editions, with the number of 
participants increasing to encom-
pass multiple clubs and academies 
in the nation, as well as Lebanon’s 
team, Sheikh Fahad noted.

Sheikh Fahad emphasised that 
QBWF’s plan is based on organis-

ing a substantial number of events 
to promote the level of boxers 
and their talent. He stressed that 
QBWF’s strategy underpins the 
development of all elements -box-
ers, trainers, clubs, academies, and 
special centres -with the objective 
of enlarging the base and attract-
ing younger people and emerging 
talent to represent Qatar on all 
stages.

President of Qatar Boxing and Wrestling Federation Sheikh Fahad bin Khalid al-Thani is seen with belt winners 
at the prize distribution ceremony following the end of the 8th Katara Boxing Championships in Doha.

Alcaraz crushes Djokovic to 
win ‘dream’ Australian Open
THE SPANIARD BECOMES THE YOUNGEST MAN IN THE OPEN ERA TO WIN ALL FOUR GRAND SLAMS

AFP
Melbourne

C
arlos Alcaraz swept past 
Novak Djokovic to win 
his fi rst Australian Open 
yesterday and become the 

youngest man to complete a career 
Grand Slam, denying the Serbian 
great an unprecedented 25th ma-
jor.

The Spaniard was imperious af-
ter a slow start in dismissing the 
38-year-old, 2-6, 6-2, 6-3, 7-5 on 
Rod Laver Arena to claim a seventh 
Slam title and cement himself as 
undisputed world number one.

He becomes the youngest man 
in the Open era to win all four ma-
jors, adding to his two titles each 
from Wimbledon and the French 
and US Opens.

At 22, he surpassed legendary 
countryman Rafael Nadal - in the 
crowd to witness the feat - who 
was 24 when he did the same.

A seventh Slam put him along-
side John McEnroe and Mats 
Wilander and one behind Andre 
Agassi, Jimmy Connors and Ivan 
Lendl.

“Lifting the trophy for the fi rst 
time in Australia was crazy,” Al-
caraz said, before writing on a TV 
camera lens: “Job fi nished. Four 
out of four complete.”

He added: “A dream come true. I 
dreamt about getting an Australian 
Open and completing the career 
Grand Slam.”

He paid tribute to Djokovic.
“You were talking about how 

I’m doing the things I am, but what 
you’re doing is really inspiring, not 
only for tennis players but athletes 
around the world.”

It was a fi rst defeat for Djokovic 
in a Melbourne fi nal, having won 
all 10 previously, leaving him still 
searching for a landmark 25th ma-
jor to better Australia’s Margaret 
Court, who was also watching on 
centre court.

Djokovic, striving to become 
the oldest man to lift a Grand Slam 
singles trophy, last won one at the 
US Open in 2023. 

Since then Alcaraz and Jannik 
Sinner have dominated.

“I must be very honest and 
say that I didn’t think I would be 
standing in the closing ceremony 
of a Grand Slam again, so I owe 
you the gratitude of pushing me 
forward in the last couple weeks,” 
Djokovic said, speaking to the fans 
in the stadium. He went on to hint 

this could be his last time at Mel-
bourne Park. “God knows what 
happens tomorrow, let alone in 
six months or 12 months, so it has 

been a great ride.” He also joked 
with Nadal in the stands, saying: 
“There are too many Spanish leg-
ends. I feel like I was one against 

two tonight. It’s not fair.” Both men 
battled through fi ve long sets in 
their semi-fi nals, Alcaraz against 
Alexander Zverev and Djokovic 
with Sinner, and recovery was al-
ways going to be key.

But they showed few signs of fa-
tigue in another gladiatorial con-
test.

They both opened with com-
fortable holds before Djokovic was 
presented with the fi rst break point 
chance at 2-1.

Alcaraz saved it, but the aggres-
sive fourth seed kept pressing and 
converted on his third, then con-
solidated for a 4-1 lead.

Djokovic was reading Alcaraz’s 
serve well and once he got in the 
rallies was authoritative, with a 
sensational forehand winner earn-
ing him two set points.

He claimed the set in a state-
ment 33 minutes, having domi-
nated the big moments.

It was vintage Djokovic, but Al-
caraz upped the tempo to break for 
2-1 in the second set, pumping his 
fi st when he saved a break point 
and held in the next game.

Djokovic put drops in his eyes 
and began rubbing them, unable to 
tame a now rampant Alcaraz, who 
broke again for 5-2.

There were some sensational 
rallies that had the crowd on their 
feet in set three, which went with 
serve until Djokovic slapped a 
forehand wide under pressure to 
slip 2-3 behind.

He gamely saved four set points 
at 3-5 but with his energy levels 
dropping was unable to save a fi fth.

On the back foot, Djokovic 
then saved six break points in an 
11-minute opening service game in 
set four to stay alive.

But Alcaraz ground him down 
and pounced as Djokovic served to 
stay in the match to seal a famous 
win.

It ensured he remained world 
number one and Sinner two, with 
Djokovic moving up a place to 
three.

“You’re talking about how I’m 
doing the things, amazing things, 
but what  you’re doing is really in-
spiring,” the Spaniard said at the 
trophy ceremony after grabbing 
the Norman  Brookes Challenge 
Cup. “Not  only for  the tennis 
players, but the athletes, all the 
persons around the world. And for 
me, as well. For me, I just enjoyed 
so much watching you play. It’s 
been an honour sharing the locker 
(room).”

Spain’s Carlos Alcaraz celebrates with the trophy after winning the 
Australian Open title against Serbia’s Novak Djokovic. (Reuters)

Djokovic vows to push on despite 
‘bitter’ Australian Open fi nal loss

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic 
took encouragement from his 
run to the Australian Open final 
and pledged to keep fighting 
at the Grand Slams after Carlos 
Alcaraz again denied his bid  for a 
record 25th major title.
Djokovic’s 10-match unbeaten 
run in Melbourne  Park finals was 
broken in  the 11th yesterday as 
Alcaraz claimed a 2-6, 6-2, 6-3, 7-5 
win at Rod Laver Arena.
World number one Alcaraz has 
now stopped him from taking 
the outright Grand Slam record 
he shares with Margaret Court 
three times  in major finals, fol-
lowing back-to-back deciders at 
Wimbledon in 2023-24.
For all that, the 38-year-old said 
he was happy with his tourna-
ment and grateful to make the 
title match even if the loss was 
tough to swallow.
“It’s hard just right after the 
match to you know, to be all 
positive and smiling because you 
are a competitor and you don’t 
want to lose,” he told  reporters. 
“You don’t like to lose. That’s the 
kind of feeling. I managed to beat 
Jannik (Sinner) - who is double-
defending champion here and 
won the last whatever, four, five 
matches against me -  in five sets, 
very proud of that. Incredible 
match,  incredible achievement.
“But you’re speaking to me ten 
minutes after I lost the final, so of 
course I’m going to be a little bit 
bitter about losing.
“But, again, I lost to a number 
one in the world and already a 
legendary player.”
After dominating the first set, 
Djokovic said he lost energy in 

the second and third but de-
clined to elaborate, saying he did 
not want to take anything away 
from Alcaraz’s achievement.
He rued failing to convert a break 
point at 4-4 in the fourth set with 
a misfired forehand after having 
revived late in the match with the 
help  of the crowd.
“That forehand, I had  a good look 
at that forehand. Yeah, my fore-
hand broke down in important 
moments,” he said.
“That’s what happens. I mean, 
one or two shots  can change the 
momentum of the match and 
switch things around.
“A lot of what-if scenarios in my 
head.”
As brave a challenge as Djokovic 
put up, he may never have had a 
better chance for another major 
trophy.
He had a walk-over in the fourth 
round and was two sets down in 
his quarter-final when opponent 
Lorenzo Musetti  retired injured.
In his runner-up speech, he said 
he did not expect to be standing 
at a Grand Slam trophy ceremo-
ny again.
“I have belief, and I have always 
confidence and vision to win a 
Slam, a Slam anywhere, to win 
anywhere where I play, but I did 
not expect it. That’s diff erent,” he 
said later.
He conceded, light-heartedly, 
that Alcaraz and Italian Sinner 
would continue to be in his way 
at the majors.
“The two of them, I guess, are 
going to be fighting for biggest 
titles, and then the youngsters 
like myself are going to try to 
catch up.”

Serbia’s Novak Djokovic speaks 
next to the Norman Brookes 
Challenge Cup at the Australian 
Open in Melbourne. (AFP)
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8TH KATARA BOXING CHAMPIONSHIPS

LIST OF WINNERS AT KATARA
Kerim Khan Kerimkhanov (Russia) beat Abdulwahab Mashareqi
Ruslan Satiev (Qatar) beat Bairam Shammadov 
Jadalie Carolina Medeiros (The Philippines) beat Shirin Shabani
Idriss Labidi (Algeria) beat Rivo Rengkung
Sajad Sattari (Iran) beat Kaonar
Ali Aliev (Russian) beat Chip Moraza-Pollard
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The Qatar Motor & Motorcycle Federation (QMMF) enjoyed an outstanding performance at the Rally Baja Hail, with its drivers delivering strong results across multiple categories. Mohammed al-Marri secured 1st place in 
the SSV category as part of the Middle East Baja Championship, while Abdulaziz al-Kuwari claimed an impressive 2nd place in the T3 category of the Baja World Cup. Nouef al-Sowaidi added to the success with a 3rd place 
finish in T3 within the Middle East Baja Championship. Adding to the team’s achievements, Nasser Saleh al-Attiyah took 1st place overall, marking his third international victory in just one month, further underlining Qatar’s 
strong presence on the international off -road scene. The team now turns its focus to the next challenge on the calendar - the Jordan International Baja.

QMMF drivers deliver outstanding performance at Rally Baja Hail

Mbappe penalty 
earns Real late win 
over 9-man Rayo
AFP
Madrid

K
ylian Mbappe stayed 
calm to roll home a 
100th-minute penalty 
and claim Real Madrid a 

2-1 win over nine-man Rayo Val-
lecano yesterday in a spicy La Liga 
derby clash.

Los Blancos cut Barcelona’s lead 
back to one point at the top of the 
table after the Spanish champions 
beat Elche on Saturday.

Vinicius Junior scored early 
on for Madrid after Jude Belling-
ham limped off  with an apparent 
hamstring injury. Jorge de Frutos 
pulled Rayo level early in the sec-
ond half as Madrid fans showed 
their anger at their team.

After Pathe Ciss’s red card tilt-
ed the game in Madrid’s favour, 
Mbappe netted from the spot at 
the death for his 22nd La Liga goal 
this season.

Pep Chavarria was also sent off  
in the fi nal stages for Rayo, 17th, 
who took a shaky Madrid to the 
wire before falling short.

“It was a victory with a lot of 
heart, a lot of soul, the Bernabeu 
pushed us on against a team that 
always creates a lot of problems 
for us,” coach Alvaro Arbeloa told 
Real Madrid TV.

After the hosts’ defeat at Benfi -
ca in midweek which forced them 
into the Champions League play-
off  round, the Santiago Bernabeu 
crowd was in unforgiving mood.

Arbeloa and Mbappe had 
begged fans to support the team 
but, just as they did a fortnight 
ago against Levante, they whistled 
their own players.

Former Barcelona winger Ilias 
Akhomach fi red narrowly wide 
early on - the atmosphere would 
have been further soured had his 

eff ort crept inside Thibaut Cour-
tois’ post. Madrid suff ered an 
early setback as England interna-
tional Bellingham pulled up hold-
ing the back of his thigh, going off  
in agony. Vinicius fi red the hosts 
ahead in the 15th minute, showing 
tidy footwork just inside the area 
before fi ring high over Augusto 
Batalla and into the net.

Arda Guler came close to get-
ting a second, with Batalla saving 
his eff ort and Vinicius turning the 
rebound wide.

Los Blancos were in charge but 
despite taking the lead, their fans 
were not appeased, and whis-
tled the team in at the break. Four 
minutes into the second half Rayo 
pulled level. Alvaro Garcia nod-

ded a cross down for De Frutos, 
a former Madrid youth player, to 
reach and drill home.

The visitors should have taken 
the lead after an hour when Andrei 
Ratiu ran through on goal with 
only Courtois to beat but the Bel-
gian stopper made a superb save to 
deny him.

Mbappe came centimetres away 
from putting Madrid in front when 
Batalla rushed out of his goal, with 
the French forward knocking the 
ball around him but then hitting 
the bar from distance.

Rayo made life harder for them-
selves when midfi elder Ciss was 
sent off  for an ugly foul on Ma-
drid’s Dani Ceballos.

Eduardo Camavinga headed 
against the post as Arbeloa’s side 
turned the screw, before nine min-
utes of stoppage time were added 
on. 

With the clock ticking down 
Madrid were awarded a pen-
alty when Nobel Mendy clumsily 
fouled Brahim Diaz, and La Liga’s 
top scorer Mbappe dispatched it to 
snatch three points for his side.

Rayo fi nished the match with 
nine men after Chavarria was 
shown a second yellow card for 
shoving Rodrygo Goes.

“The fi rst red card aff ected us a 
lot and in the end we couldn’t take 
anything from here,” De Frutos 
told DAZN.

Arbeloa said he was now look-
ing forward to a fortnight without 
midweek games due to Madrid’s 
early Copa del Rey exit.

“We’ve had a lot more games 
than training sessions, which are 
for recovering and can’t be done 
at high intensity - as a coach I’ve 
missed that time to work,” said the 
coach.

“We’ll use these two weeks to 
keep improving the team, indi-
vidually and collectively.”

LA LIGA

‘IT WAS A VICTORY WITH A LOT OF HEART, A LOT OF SOUL’

Real Madrid’s Kylian Mbappe (left) celebrates with Vinicius Junior after 
scoring his team’s second goal during the La Liga match against Rayo 
Vallecano at the Santiago Bernabeu stadium in Madrid yesterday. (AFP)

Mansour al-Hajri completed a clean sweep at the Qatar Touring 
Car Championship (QTCC) 2025 Round 4 with back-to-back 
victories at the Lusail International Circuit to increase his 
chances of winning the series title. After winning Race 1 in 
a Toyota GT86 with a time of 23:57.420, al-Hajri went even 
quicker in Race 2, stopping the clock at 23:55.109s in the 10-lap, 
54.2km race. Ahmed al-Emadi finished second in both races in 
his Honda S2000, posting 24:15.213s in Race 1 and 24:07.416s in 
Race 2, while Ibrahim Abdulghani secured third place on both 
occasions with times of 24:15.340s and 24:16.817s, respectively. 
With one more round remaining until the conclusion of the 
popular series, al-Hajri now leads the title race with 75 points, 
while Ghanim al-Madheed and Ali Emdadhi hand on to the 
second and third positions.

Al-Hajri shines in 
Qatar Touring Car 

Championship Round 4

In-form Lyon make it 10 wins in a row
Lyon continued their excellent run of form with a 1-0 win over Lille 
in Ligue 1 yesterday making it 10 straight victories in all competi-
tions to further boost their chances of a return to the Champions 
League. 
Danish midfielder Noah Nartey scored the only goal of the game 
late in the opening half, a first for the 20-year-old since his arrival 
from Brondby last month.
The seven-time French champions have now won 10 successive 
games since a 1-0 loss at Lorient in early December, including five 
on the bounce in Ligue 1. 
That form has allowed Paulo Fonseca’s side - also boosted by the 
arrival of Brazil striker Endrick on loan from Real Madrid - to cement 
their grip on fourth place in the table, which brings with it a spot in 
next season’s Champions League qualifying rounds. 
With 39 points, Lyon trail Marseille in third only on goal diff erence 
and are seven points clear of fifth-placed Lille, for whom this was in 
contrast a sixth loss in seven matches in 2026.
Marseille followed their exit from the Champions League during 
the week by squandering a two-goal lead to draw 2-2 at Paris FC on 
Saturday.
Lens are top of the standings on 46 points after beating Le Havre 
1-0 on Friday, but reigning champions Paris Saint-Germain are just 
one point back in second before visiting Strasbourg later on Sunday.
 (AFP)

Dortmund move six behind leaders Bayern
AFP
Berlin

S
erhou Guirassy scored 
twice in the second half as 
Borussia Dortmund came 
from behind to beat last-

placed Heidenheim 3-2 at home 
yesterday and move six points 
behind Bundesliga leaders Bayern 
Munich.

Waldemar Anton put the nervy 
hosts in front but Julian Niehues 
scored either side of half-time to 
give Heidenheim the lead.

Guirassy had scored just one 
Bundesliga goal in 10 games since 
October but grabbed two inside a 
minute to put Dortmund back in 
front.

Guirassy missed a late penalty 
but Dortmund, who were 11 points 
behind Bayern at Christmas, held 

on to drag themselves back into 
the title race. Dortmund host Bay-
ern in late February.

Dortmund looked fearful de-
spite facing last-placed Heiden-
heim. Anton put the hosts in front 
in scrappy fashion, tapping in after 
Heidenheim goalie Diant Ramaj 
spilled a corner.

The hosts switched off  and Hei-
denheim pounced, Niehues tap-
ping in after a failed Dortmund 
clearance deep into fi rst-half 
stoppage time.

Niehues struck once more after 
half-time, blasting a long-range 
shot into the far corner.

Dortmund were handed a life-
line when VAR found a Niklas 
Dorsch handball in the box.

With fi rst-choice penalty taker 
Emre Can out with illness, Dort-
mund captain Nico Schlotterbeck 
handed the ball to Guirassy, who 

snuck his shot inside the post. 
With a taste for goal, Guirassy put 
Dortmund in front with a low shot 
at the near post a minute later.

Guirassy had a chance to make 
it a hat-trick when called to the 
penalty spot again with fi ve min-
utes remaining but he chipped 
well over the crossbar.

Ermedin Demirovic unleashed 
a thunderbolt in the 90th minute 
to send Stuttgart into the top four 
with a 1-0 home win over Freiburg 
in the Bundesliga. RB Leipzig’s 
home defeat by Mainz on Saturday 
left the door open for the German 
Cup holders climb into the Cham-
pions League places.

BUNDESLIGAInter Milan extend Serie A lead 
aft er 2-0 win at Cremonese

Inter extended their lead at the top of Serie A to eight points with 
yesterday’s 2-0 win at Cremonese, a match which was marred by 
away fans nearly hitting the hosts’ goalkeeper Emil Audero with a 
firecracker. Lautaro Martinez and Piotr Zielinski’s first-half strikes 
were enough for Inter to extend their unbeaten league run to 11 
matches and pile pressure on nearest challengers AC Milan who face 
Bologna tomorrow. Inter again comfortably dealt with one of the 
division’s lesser lights, their consistency with the lower-ranked teams 
a large part of the reason why Cristian Chivu’s team have collected 31 
points from those 11 fixtures. But a positive evening for Inter almost 
took a darker turn when Audero fell to the turf following the arrival of 
the firecracker from among the Inter fans massed behind his goal.
The match was stopped for a few minutes and for a brief moment it 
appeared Audero had been directly struck by the explosive, which 
went off  near him in the penalty area. Fortunately a stunned Audero 
had only suff ered minor injuries to his leg and was able to continue, 
and the match finished without further incident. Cremonese started 
the season well but nine matches without a win has left them in 16th, 
five points above the relegation zone with fixtures against Atalanta, 
Roma and Milan coming up in the next few weeks. Como would have 
moved above fourth-placed Roma on goal diff erence had rising star 
Nico Paz netted from the spot in the eighth minute of added time 
after Giorgio Scalvini’s handball. But Marco Carnesecchi pulled off  a 
brilliant save to deny Paz and earn 10-man Atalanta, who had Honest 
Ahanor sent off  in the eighth minute, a hard-earned goalless draw.

Dortmund’s Serhou Guirassy celebrates after scoring against Heidenheim 
in Dortmund yesterday. (AFP) 
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