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F
rance are not afraid of Spain going 
into their World Cup semi-final 
on Tuesday, defender Ibrahima 
Konate said on Sunday, but they 

are ‌conscious of their opponents’ quality 
and their near-perfect backline.

Spain ​have conceded only one ‌goal in 
the entire tournament to reach the ‌last 
four in search of ‌a second World Cup title.

France, ‌winners in 2018 and final-
ists four years ago, know Spain very well, 
having lost to them in the Euro 2024 last 
four and also in last year’s Nations League 
semi-finals. “You cannot fear anyone,” 
France centre-back Konate told a press 
conference.  “We will now prepare as best 
as possible and hope the result in the end 
will favour us.”

“Spain are an exceptional team, ​with a 
lot of individual quality, so we won’t be 
focusing on just one player even though 
Lamine (Yamal) is a great player,” said 
Konate, ‌who had a brief substitute ap-
pearance in ​the win over Norway in their 
final group match.

Dayot ​Upamecano and William Saliba 
have been France’s starting centre-backs, 
as the tournament favourites eye their 

fifth World Cup final. The French have 
reached four of the last seven World Cup 
finals. Should they take part in the July 19 
showdown in New York, they will sustain 
the comparison with West Germany, ar-
guably the ultimate tournament nation 
with four finals between 1974 and 1990.

But Konate said the French were not 
wasting ‌any thoughts on what might ‌be.

“We are staying humble, we won’t fall 
into that trap,” he said.

They will need to find a way to break 
down this World Cup’s most effective 
backline, as well as contain as much as 

possible Lamine’s runs down the wings.
“I would not say ‘fear’ but we are con-

scious of their quality,” said fellow France 
centre-back Maxence Lacroix. “They 
have won all their matches (except a 0-0 ​
draw against Cape Verde in the group), so 
we respect them. They have high quality 
players but we want to win.”

Top of the list is Spain winger Lamine, 
who has earned praise from his coach for 
keeping opponents’ defenders busy as 
teammate use the spaces created.

“We will defend well, the best,” Lacroix 
said. “Lamine is a very good player and he 
has shown he can ‌hurt teams at ​this World 
Cup. We will do the work that is needed.”

Scaloni says suffering 
is in Argentina’s DNA 
after win over Swiss

France do not fear Spain but respect their quality: Konate

Reuters
Kansas City, Missouri

A
rgentina coach Lionel 
Scaloni said their 3-1 
extra-time ‌victory over 
Switzerland in the World 

Cup quarter-finals on Saturday 
was further proof that ​his team 
have grown comfortable operating 
‌in challenging situations.

Forced to come from two goals 
down in their improbable 3-2 
‌round-of-16 win over Egypt, and 
then pushed to ‌the limit again by 
a relentless Swiss ‌side, Scaloni’s 
men found answers when the 
pressure was at its greatest, scor-
ing twice deep in extra time to 
reach the last four.

For Scaloni, the ability to suffer 
without losing belief has become 
one of the defining characteristics 
of this Argentina squad. “We knew 
that we were going to suffer, and 
this is part of our blood, this is part 
of our DNA, and this brings peace 
of mind,” the coach said.

Argentina’s path through the 
tournament has been far from 
straightforward. They twice 
squandered leads to Cape Verde 
before grinding out a 3-2 victory 
in the round of ​32, and then were 
2-0 down to Egypt until the 79th 
minute before their comeback.

Scaloni believes the experi-
ence of Qatar 2022, where they 
captured the title with a penalty 
shootout victory over France, has 
helped his players ‌navigate those 
difficult moments.

“In Qatar, we were not that ex-
perienced, ​I myself included, and 
those kind of situations were very 
difficult,” he said.

“However, ​now we are more ex-
perienced because we know what 
it feels like to be dominated by the 
opponent, to concede an equal-
iser, so today we kept our compo-
sure. The team knew how to re-

main calm and, of course, we will 
never give up.”

Switzerland looked capable of 
derailing Argentina’s campaign 
after they equalised in the 67th 
minute, but Julian Alvarez and 
Lautaro Martinez scored deep in 
extra time to secure the dramatic 
victory. “It was a tough opponent,” 
Scaloni said. “It was very difficult 
for us to win the duels, to put more 
than five or six passes together.

“They were very strong, and 
they made that struggle in the one 
versus one in ‌different areas of the 

pitch. We suffered ‌quite a lot.”
Yet even on a day when Argen-

tina were below their best, Scaloni 
felt his squad’s depth and collec-
tive belief carried them through.

“We also have players on the 
bench who can turn the game on 
its head, and this is something 
very good,” he said. “Ultimately, 
we always find the solutions.”

The coach repeatedly returned 
to the theme of unity in his post-
game press conference, crediting a 
group that has bought into his vi-
sion during six demanding weeks 

together at the tournament. “This 
is thanks to the players because 
they had to trust in the process,” 
he said. “We are a collective ​side. 
We are together. We are very much 
united. And this is proof that foot-
ball is complicated.”

Scaloni also highlighted Argen-
tina’s improvement on set pieces 
after midfielder Alexis Mac Al-
lister headed home their open-
ing goal from a Lionel Messi cor-
ner. “Alexis McAllister is one of 
the greatest. So all praise to him 
because he’s been working very 

hard,” Scaloni said. The reward 
for Argentina is a sixth semi-final 
appearance in their last six major 
tournaments.

“I hadn’t thought about it, but 
this is something to be very proud 
of,” he said. If Argentina do lift 
the trophy again, this campaign 
may be remembered less for flow-
ing ‌football than for the ​stubborn 
resilience that has carried them 
through

“When you reach a semi-final, 
you need to suffer,” Scaloni said. 
“You need to go through it.”
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As 2026 World 
Cup winds 

down, potential 
2030 expansion 
to be discussed

FIFA officials will look at the 
possibility of expanding the 
World Cup by another 16 
teams before the 2030 event, 
president Gianni Infantino 
said ‌in an interview. Infantino 
told Bluewin, a Swiss media ​
outlet, that growing ‌from 48 
to 64 teams could make sense. 
“That’s ‌definitely an issue 
that ‌will be examined and ‌dis-
cussed in the relevant commit-
tees after this World Cup,” he 
told Bluewin. “When organizing 
a World Cup, it’s important 
to organize it for the whole 
world - not just Europe and 
South America - but effectively 
the entire world. Every nation 
should be allowed to dream of 
participating in the World Cup. 
You can see that ​the quality of 
the teams is extremely high 
- and it’s getting higher and 
higher, all over the world. If you 
‌don’t give smaller countries 
a chance to ​participate in the 
World Cup, they’ll lack the ​
incentive to keep improving.”
The World Cup field was 32 
teams from 1998 through 
2022. The current 2026 edition 
is the first with 48 teams. Four 
teams - Argentina, England, 
France and Spain - remain in 
the tournament. Two semifinal 
matches and the finals are all 
that remain from the initial 
104-match schedule that saw 
action in Canada, Mexico 
and across the United ‌States. 
Infantino said he considers ‌the 
48-team field to be a “huge 
success.”
“Every team played at a high 
level. Teams from every conti-
nent scored goals and earned 
at least one point,” he said. 
“Nine out of 10 African teams 
reached the knockout stage. At 
the last World Cup, there were 
only five teams from Africa. 
That just goes to show ​how im-
portant it is to include all teams 
- to give them this opportunity 
to participate.”
The 2030 tournament will be a 
multi-continent effort. The first 
three matches are scheduled 
to be played in Uruguay, Argen-
tina and Paraguay - one per 
country - with the remaining 
games staged in Morocco, 
Portugal and Spain. 
Expansion to 64 teams could 
mean ‌that the South ​American 
nations each could host one 
four-team group, rather than 
one match.

Argentina sink 10-man Swiss to set up blockbuster England semi-final

Argentina’s forward Julian Alvarez (centre) celebrates scoring his team’s second goal with forward Jose Manuel Lopez (left) and defender Cristian 
Romero during the World Cup quarter-final against Switzerland at the Kansas City Stadium in Kansas City on Saturday. (AFP)

Spain players during a training session at Cotton Bowl in Dallas, Texas, yesterday. (AFP)France’s midfielder Manu Kone (left), forward Michael Olise (centre) and forward Kylian 
Mbappe take part in a training session at Bentley University in Boston. (AFP)

McCullum sacked 
as England Test 
coach but retains 
white-ball role

Sinner outlasts 
Zverev to win 
second straight 
Wimbledon title
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