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Argentinabreak England
hearts with late comeback

Late goals from Fernandez and Martinez turned things
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AFP
Atlanta

autaro

Martinez

scored a

92nd minute
winner as Lionel Messi
inspired World Cup holders Ar-
gentina to a stunning comeback to
beat England 2-1 yesterday and set
up a final with European champi-
ons Spain.

England had been on course to
reach their first World Cup final
since 1966 after Anthony Gor-
don fired them into the lead 10
minutes after half-time in the
semi-final in front of 68,239 fans
in Atlanta.

But the great rivalry between
these nations has produced sev-
eral memorable contests on the
World Cup stage down the years
and this will be remembered as
the stuff of legends in Argentina
as the South Americans denied
England with two late sucker
punches.

Messi set up Enzo Fernandez to
fire in an 85th-minute equaliser
and then, with extra time loom-
ing, crossed for substitute Lautaro
Martinez to head in the winner in
the second minute of stoppage
time.

It was maybe not quite up there
with Diego Maradona’s legendary
display in putting England to the
sword in 1986, but the goals this
time brought Argentina back
from the dead and kept alive their
hopes of winning back-to-back
World Cups.

No team has retained the tro-
phy since Brazil in 1962, and now
Messi will become just the second
player after Brazilian great Cafu to
appear in three World Cup finals.

Eﬁ Ity

Enzo
Fernandez
of Argentina
celebrates
scoring his
team’s first goal
yesterday. (AFP)
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The game will take place at the
MetLife Stadium on Sunday in
New Jersey, as the first 48-
team World Cup boils
down to a confron-
tation between the
reigning champi-
ons of Europe and
South America.
Messi had waited until
the age of 39 to get the chance to
play against England, and now he
will face Spain for the first time in
a competitive game.

His career appeared to be com-
plete when he dragged Argentina
to glory in 2022 in Qatar, but he is
clearly not done yet.

England, though, will have
huge regrets as they head to Mi-
ami to play France in Saturday’s
third-place play-off, a game nei-
ther team will want to contest.

The prospect of a first World
Cup final appearance since their
sole triumph 60 years ago was a
momentous one, and they were
so close, but willlive to regret sit -
ting back after Gordon’s opener.

The key men for Thomas
Tuchel’s side during this cam-
paign have been Jude Bellingham
and captain Harry Kane, yet they
failed to deliver on this occasion,
and England’s players slumped to
the turf at full time.

Given the deep-rooted rivalry
between these nations, this was
always likely to be a game with
an edge and there was a tangible
feeling of tension in the Mer-
cedes-Benz Stadium.

Argentina’s players were clear -
ly fired up, partly by a determina-
tion to hold onto their World Cup
crown but also by a sense of what
this fixture means.

That translated into a niggly
contest pockmarked by fouls in
the first half, including Elliot An-
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around for the world champions after Gordon's opener
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derson being booked for scything
down Messi.

There were no real chances to
speak of in the first half, but Eng-
land struck in the 55th minute.

Kane was involved in the
build-up as the ball eventu-
ally came to Morgan Rogers on
the right, and he whipped in a
low cross towards the back post
where Gordon stole in front of
Nahuel Molina to score.

But this was the stadium where
Argentina produced a stunning
comeback from 2-0 down to beat
Egypt in the last 16, and they
were not done.

They threw everything at their
opponents, as Jordan Pickford
made a great save from a Nico
Gonzalez header, and Alexis Mac
Allister was then denied by the

semi-final against England at the Atlanta Stadium in Atlanta yesterday. (AFP)

post in the 76th minute.

Fernandez was denied from
range by Pickford, but moments
later he equalised, controlling
a Messi pass on the edge of the
area and letting fly past the goal-
keeper.

Argentina smelled blood, and
Mac Allister again hit the post
before England failed to clear and
Lautaro Martinez headed in the
winner from an exquisite Messi
cross to spark chaotic scenes of
celebration and leave England
completely deflated.

Argentina’s Lautaro Martinez
scores their second goal
against England in the World
Cup semi-final in Atlanta
yesterday. (Reuters)

Lionel Scaloni, head coach of
Argentina, celebrates after the 2-1
win during the FIFA World Cup
2026 semi-final against England
at Atlanta Stadium in Atlanta,
Georgia, yesterday. (AFP)
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New World Cup format could

add extra India-Pakistan tie

A NEW SUPER SEVEN STAGE ISSET TO REPLACE THE PREVIOUS 'SUPER SIX"ROUND-ROBIN

AFP
London

he International Cricket

Council (ICC) announced

yesterday a revamped for-

mat for the men’s 2027
one-day international World Cup
that could lead to an additional
fixture between arch-rivals India
and Pakistan.

While next year’s edition in
southern Africa remains a 14-team
competition, the three lowest-
ranked qualifiers will now take
part in a preliminary round with
just one of them progressing to a
12-strong main group stage.

That will now feature just two
pools of six, with a new ‘super
seven’ stage replacing the previous
‘super six’ round-robin.

The restructure comes after
concerns were expressed about the
prospect of too many dead rub-
bers, which in turn would lead to
sparse crowds at venues, and the
number of foregone conclusions at
the recent T20 World Cup.

Significantly, there will be no
quarter-finals with the 50-over
tournament denied the further
jeopardy and interest that comes
with an extra round of clear-cut
knockout matches.

The ICC, however, insisted in a

[

Indian captain Suryakumar Yadav and his Pakistani counterpart Salman Agha walklng past each other after the

toss at the R Premadasa Stadium in Colombo during a group stage match of the ICC T20 World Cup. (AFP)

statement that the new ODI World
“creates greater
context, competitiveness and con-

Cup structure

sequence during the event”

An additional team

between India and Pakistan.

in the
round-robin phase also increases
the prospects of an extra match

erates huge broadcast rights
commercial revenues for the

England need an extra
ODI seamer, says Broad

AFP
Birmingham

tuart Broad believes Eng-

land must add an extra

fast bowler to their attack

if they are to be competi-
tive at next year’s 50-over World
Cup in southern Africa.

Three days on from on leap-
frogging India at the top of the
T20 world rankings, England’s
poor form in one-day interna-
tional cricket continued with a
decisive six-wicket loss to the
top-ranked 50-over side at Edg-
baston on Tuesday.

England have now lost 14 of
their last 20 ODIs and are a lowly
eighth in the rankings, below Af-
ghanistan.

“England are eighth in the
world rankings and are playing
like they are eighth,” former Eng-
land fast bowler Broad told Sky
Sports.

“They need to get more experi-
ence into the roles of the players.”

England captain Harry Brook
had five spin bowling options in
his side at Birmingham but just
three seamers, meaning he had to
use the bulk of express quick Jofra
Archer’s overs early in India’s in-
nings.

But an extra seamer might have
meant Liam Dawson missing out,
with the veteran Hampshire all-
rounder’s 68 - his maiden ODI
fifty - and Joe Root’s unbeaten
76 not out reviving England after
they had collapsed to 80-5.

Both Root and Dawson have
played plenty of domestic 50-
over cricket - something difficult

England’s Jofra Archer celebrates after taking the wicket of India’s Virat Kohli during the first One Day
International at Edgbaston Cricket Ground, Birmingham, Britain, on Tuesday. (AFP)

for younger team-mates who are
often playing in a Hundred com-
petition that clashes with the
English game’s One-Day Cup.
Root and Dawson’s partnership
of 121 enabled England to set In-
dia a target of 259 for victory.
That proved too little, but only
after India had recovered from
losing Rohit Sharma and Virat
Kohli in the space of six balls.
India captain Shubman Gill’s
superb 80 from 75 balls before re-
tiring hurt did much of the dam-
age after Archer and Josh Tongue
- the only two outright fast bowl-
ers in the attack - bowled 13 of the
first 16 overs between them.
And Broad says more firepow-

er is needed to ease the load on
Archer, Tongue and leg-spinner
Adil Rashid.

“After defeat at Edgbaston,
there might be a shift in mindset
towards playing another seamer,”
said Broad.

“Looking ahead to the next
World Cup in South Africa, Zim-
babwe and Namibia, it’s going to
be the faster, taller bowlers who
do the damage there.

“Taking 10 wickets in an ODI,
particularly through that middle
period, is difficult.

“Ilook at Archer - he’s a natu-
ral wicket-taker, the best white-
ball bowler we have.

“Tongue can take wickets.

Rashid can take wickets. But I
feel England need one more fast
bowler to back up that group.

“Sam Curran is a very good
cricketer, but he’s not a first-
change seam bowler. England
need someone to come through in
the middle overs, bowl bouncers
and seamers, and take the outside
edge, so they don’t have to go to
Archer all the time.

“Could that be Brydon Carse,
Gus Atkinson or Saqib Mah-
mood?

“England need to start trialling
that now”

The second ODI of three be-
tween England and India takes
place in Cardiff today.

makes a match between India and
Pakistan the most lucrative in the

sport.

But India and Pakistan no longer
meet outside of ICC events, with
political tensions between the
bordering nations meaning they
are effectively barred by their own
governments from facing each
other.

The last bilateral series India
played in Pakistan was in 2006
(Test and ODI series).

Another change approved at the
ICC’s recent annual board meet-
ing in Edinburgh will see the next
men’s T20 World Cup in 2028 re-
main a 20-team competition, but
with 10 sides qualifying from the
group stage rather than eight.

The two best performing teams
in the ‘Super 10’ will automati-
cally secure a semi-final spot, with
a new eliminator stage to decide
their opponents.

The passion for cricket in the
sub-continent, which in turn gen-

ICC LOANS CRICKET WEST
INDIES $12.82MN
separate announcement,

and

ICC, In a

the ICC said it had approved an
$12.82mn loan to Cricket West
Indies “to support the member
board”.

Unlike other leading interna-
tional cricket teams, the West In-
dies are a regional side, with the
relative economic weakness of its
constituent Caribbean islands and
territories, allied to the travel dis-
tances involved, putting CWI at a
considerable financial disadvan-
tage compared to the ‘Big Three’ of
India, England and Australia.

During the recent women’s T20
World Cup in England, West Indies
captain Hayley Matthews lament -
ed an “unfair” funding ecosystem
following her cash-strapped side’s
eight-wicket semi-final thrashing
by Australia.

“The reason we were so success -
ful back in 2012 to 2016 is because
women'’s cricket was based off pure
talent at that time,” said Matthews.

“The minute that investment
comes into the picture, we’ve seen
the gap widen alot...Ifeellikeit’s a
bit unfair sometimes.”

Will Glenwright, the ICC’s head
of global development, responded
to Matthews’s comments by tell-
ing AFP in an interview earlier this
month: “I think the one truth that
is perpetual is there’s never enough
money - the members are always
crying out for more.”

SPOTLIGHT
Treble-seeking
Zimbabwe lead in
Bangladesh T20 series

AFP
Bulawayo, Zimbabwe

atter Brian Bennett and
quicks Blessing Muzara-
bani and Richard Nga-
rava played key roles as
Zimbabwe beat Bangladesh by 32
runs yesterday in the first of three
Twenty20 internationals.

After losing the toss, Zimba-
bwe batted and Bennett top scored
with 44 as the home team reached
170-6in 20 overs at Queens Sports
Club in Bulawayo.

In reply, middle-order Yasir Ali
was the only Bangladesh batter to
impress, making 54 before becom-
ing one of four Ngarava victims.
The tourist were all out for 138
with six balls remaining.

The teams meet again tomor-
row and Sunday with Zimbabwe
chasing an all-formats treble. In
Harare, they won a one-off Test,
then a one-day international se-
ries 2-1. Opener Bennett was the
third Zimbabwe batter to fall. He
attempted an upper cut off a deliv-
ery outside off stump from Nahid
Rana and was caught by Tanzid
Hasan at deep point.

After losing two wickets off suc-
cessive balls from Nana, unbeaten
pair Ryan Burl (30) and Evans (19)
put on 31 for the seventh wicket.

Rana was the star bowler for
Bangladesh, taking 4-26, includ-
ing Bennett and fellow opener
Tadiwanashe Marumani (14).

The tourists slumped to 34-3
in response with Ngarava (4-26)
claiming openers Saif Hassan (12)
and Tanzid Hasan (16).

While Ali was at the wicket
there was a glimmer of hope for
Bangladesh, but his dismissal off
the first ball of the 17th over left
the tourists 130-7. The 30-year-
old miscued a Ngarava delivery to
the covers where Evans made the
catch. The tail added only eight
runs with Muzarabani (4-17) tak-
ing two wickets.

BRIEF SCORES

Zimbabwe 170-6 in 20 overs

(B. Bennett 44; Nahid Rana 4-26)
v Bangladesh 138 in 19 overs
(Yasir Ali 54; B. Muzarabani 4-17, R.
Ngarava 4-26)

Result: Zimbabwe won by 32 runs
Series: Zimbabwe lead 1-0 in
three-match series

Toss: Bangladesh

Zimbabwe’s
Richard Ngarava
picked up four
wickets against
Bangladesh.
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India’s top player Sindhu is targeting medal at home world champlonshlps

AFP
Tokyo

ndian badminton star Pusarla Venkata

Sindhu said yesterday that “everybody

is beatable” as she targets a medal at the

world championships on home soil in
New Delhi next month.

Sindhu won the world title in 2019 and
also captured Olympic silver in Rio in 2016
and bronze in Tokyo five years later.

The 31-year-old is a massive star in her
home country and will be the focus of atten-
tion at the world championships from Au-
gust 17 to 23.

She told AFP in Tokyo, where she is play-
ing at the Japan Open, that she expects to be
in the mix for a medal.

“Right now, with the game I'm playing,
I think I just need to do a little bit of small

tweaks and stick to my game plan, irrespec-
tive of who the other player is,” said the
world number 10. Just keep fighting for every
point. I feel that everybody is beatable.”

Sindhu arrives in Tokyo after reaching
the semi-finals of the Australian Open last
month.

Her last title came in December 2024 at
the Syed Modi India International in Luc-
know.

She believes playing at home will help her
again at the world championships.

“There will be pressure, I will not deny
that, but at the same time it’s a kind of con-
fidence when you play in your home court,’
she said.

“I'think it’s really good and I feel confident
having it in our country.”

Sindhu is not the only Indian player in
contention for a medal next month.

Satwiksairaj Rankireddy and Chirag Shet-

ty are number four in the men’s doubles
world rankings, while Lakshya Sen is number
14 in men’s singles.

“In India, I think after cricket, badminton
is the next big sport,” said Sindhu.

“In the last few years it’s become a lot
more, and we have a lot of athletes who are
doing really well.

“It is quite popular and I feel that there
will be a lot of crowds supporting India this
time”

The last time the world championships
were held in India was in 2009 in Hyderabad,
Sindhu’s home city.

She is hoping her country makes the most
of the opportunity.

“For the youngsters, it will be a good thing
to see top athletes who are coming to Delhi
and playing at the top level,” she said.

“It’s a very good experience for the young-
sters to see and learn a lot more.”

India’s Pusarla Venkata Sindhu is playing at the Japan Open this week. (Reuters)
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Mercedes’ Andrea Kimi Antonelli before the British Grand Prix sprint
race in Silverstone on July 4, 2026. (Reuters)

Reuters
Spa-FRancorchamps, Belgium

imi Antonelli needs a win

in Belgium this weekend

to pump up his Formula

One championship lead
after two blanks in the last three
races, but Ferrari could stand in his
way.

The 19-year-old Mercedes
driver also failed to score a point
at Spa-Francorchamps last year,
although he did set the fastest lap
of the race, but should be far more
competitive this time - providing
his car holds up.

Antonelli has seen his advantage
shrink from 66 points over Ferra-
ri’s Lewis Hamilton after Monaco
in June to 25 points over teammate
George Russell, who has had his
own share of bad luck, due to me-
chanical problems.

At the same time, seven times
world champion Hamilton and
teammate Charles Leclerc have
celebrated wins for a resurgent and

increasingly competitive Ferrari,
now looking for a third win in four
races.

HAMILTON CAN EQUAL
SCHUMACHER’S RECORD
Both are also previous winners
at Spa, with Hamilton chasing a
sixth Belgian triumph to equal the
record held by former Ferrari great

Michael Schumacher.

Throw in the threat of Red Bull’s
four times champion Max Verstap-
pen at a favourite and almost home
track, as well as McLaren’s Lando
Norris and Oscar Piastri, and Mer-
cedes have plenty on their plate in
the remaining races.

“The last few races have under-
lined both where our strengths are
and where we need to improve,”
said Mercedes team boss Toto
Wolff.

“Reliability issues have cost us
points and in a championship this
competitive, that is something we
cannot afford. There is no value in
having the pace if we don’t bring
home the result.

Waerenskjold
wins fastest Tour

de Francestage

1T MEANS EVERYTHING, IT'S MY BIGGEST WIN SO FAR

AFP
Nevers, France

orwegian Soren Wae-

renskjold launched a

long-range sprint to

claim victory at the Tour
de France yesterday in the fastest
stage in the race’s history.

Dutchman Olav Kooij, who won
the fifth stage, took second at the
end of the 161km 11th stage from
Vichy to Nevers with Belgian Jas-
per Philipsen third.

At an average speed of
50.91kph, it was the fastest ever
road stage in the 113 editions of
the Tour.

“It means everything, it’s
my biggest win so far,” said the
26-year-old who was second in
the seventh stage to Bordeaux
and last year won the Omloop Het
Nieuwsblad one-day classic.

“When I came here, I knew that
there are two or three guys that are
faster than me, but if I'm lucky and
Thave a good sprint like today, then
it’s possible. Sometimes I have re-
ally good confidence and I believe
in myself, but there’s many, many
times where I feel super tired and
it’s impossible to win here.”

Once again, there was a fairly
disjointed sprint finish with none
of the teams able to organise a
sprint train to set up their fast
man.

Kooij’s lead-out rider Cees Bol
launched off the front as the main
sprinters hesitated, but Waeren-
skjold was the first to chase after
the Dutchman.

He instantly put several bike
lengths of daylight between him-
self and the rest and although
both Kooij and Philipsen caught
him by the line, they did not have
enough strength to edge past
Waerenskjold.

Philipsen was initially demoted
after the race with his compatriot
Milan Fretin given third place but
that sanction was overturned on
appeal.

Belgian Tim Merlier, who had

Uno-X Mobility’s Soren Waerenskjold after winning stage 11 - from Vichy to Nevers - at the Tour de France

yesterday. (AFP)

won the seventh and eighth sprint
stages, finished a disappointing
14th.

Eritrean Biniam Girmay fin-
ish fifth to cut Mads Pedersen’s
lead in the sprinters’ green jersey
competition to 43 points after the
Dane could finish only 10th.

It was the second Tour stage
victory for the Norwegian Uno-X
Mobility team, which is in its first
year as a World Tour outfit, af-
ter Jonas Abrahamsen succeeded
once last year.

The team also held the yellow
jersey for two stages this year
with Torstein Traeen before he
crashed out with a concussion
and broken ribs.

‘STRONG BREAKAWAY’
Reigning champion Tadej Pogacar
finished safely in the pack to re-
tain his overall lead of more than
three and a half minutes to two-
time former winner Jonas Vinge-

gaard. He put down the rapid
pace partly to the strength of the
breakaway riders.

“There was a lot of chance for
the breakaway to go to the finish
line, and the sprint teams, they
control and they need to catch
them,” said the 27-year-old world
champion.

“Today was a strong breaka-
way, that’s why the speed has to
be high.

“Once we caught them, we
slowed down immediately and it
was so funny to ride from 5km to
2km to go - we ride the slowest of
all day.

“The biggest reason is also the
tailwind. With the headwind will
be much, much less speed.

“But when you have such a
strong breakaway in front, you go
fast”

A four-man breakaway had
set off early into the stage which
began in the ancient spa town of

Vichy. After the suffocating heat
of the first 10 days of the Tour -
when temperatures frequently
topped 40C - there was some
welcome rain at the start and
milder temperatures,
those did not last long.

although

The break were never allowed a

longer leash than 1min 40sec and
four became three when French-
man Julian Alaphilippe, a former
world champion and yellow
jersey-wearer, was dropped on a
short climb with around 40km
left.

But Anthon Charmig, Mathis

Le Berre and Nelson Oliveira col-
laborated well together to resist
the inevitable return of the pelo-
ton.

With 10km to ride their lead

was down to just 20sec.

But within four kilometres be-

fore the end of the stage, their
resistance was over and the ex-
pected sprint took the spotlight.

“We have left too much on the
table recently. We need to make
sure that doesn’t happen again,
starting this weekend”

Like Silverstone, Spa will involve
more energy management than
drivers would like but fans should
still see exciting racing and over-
taking opportunities at a popular
circuit with even longer straights
than Britain.

“I think it could be trickier with
the energy management limita-
tions on the straights but we have
historically done well here so you
never know what will happen,” said
Verstappen.

‘ONE OF THE MOST
CHALLENGING RACES’
Spa is also one of the most fickle
tracks, as well as one of the fastest,
with the Ardennes forests having
a micro-climate that defies long-
range forecasts.

Current predictions are cloudy
and cool, with some sunshine, but
showers can never be ruled out.
Ferrari boss Fred Vasseur said it
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could be “a particularly demand-
ing weekend”.

“Tt is one of the most challeng-
ing races of the year because of the
characteristics of the track and the
way the weather can change from
one moment to the next in the Ar-
dennes,” he added.

Piastri won last year, after Nor-
ris took pole, and the champions
will be testing and assessing a new
rear wing in Friday practice.

“We're confident that this up-
date will add a bit of performance
to our car)” said Neil Houldey,
technical director for applied en-
gineering.

“But we are fully aware that af-
ter a difficult British Grand Prix,
mainly in terms of pure perform-
ance, even this round won’t be that
easy, so we won’t be expecting any
big change in terms of competi-
tiveness.”

McLaren will also have the lat-
est specification Mercedes engine
that the works team had in Austria
and Williams and Alpine at Silver-
stone.

Birkdale offers different
Open test from 2017

US golfer Patrick Reed plays from a green-side bunker on the 1st hole
during practice for the 154th Open at Royal Birkdale Golf Club near
Southport in north-west England yesterday. (AFP)

Reuters
Southport, England

hen Jordan Spieth
won the 2017 British
Open at Royal Birk-
dale, he and the rest
of the field spent four days battling
wind, rain and tangled fescue so
sodden that iron wrists were re-
quired to hack errant balls from it.

Nine years later, the 154th Open
will begin at the crack of dawn to-
day on a course baked hard by a
relentlessly warm British summer
that is already into its third heat-
wave.

With solid sunshine predicted
and next to no rain, the 7,223-yard
layout on the Irish Sea coast north
of Liverpool will have a very differ-
ent look, and feel, this time.

The close-cropped fairways
have turned a dusty brown, the
rough is wispier while one hole,
the par-three 15th, did not even
exist back in 2017.

Reigning  champion  Scot-
tie Scheffler got an earlier than
expected look at the course as a
missed cut at the Scottish Open
hastened his arrival on Mersey-
side.

“There are some extreme con-
ditions,” Scheffler, who produced
a links golf masterclass to fin-
ish on 17 under at Royal Portrush
last year, said of the course after a
practice round. “It’s very interest-
ing. A lot of thinking. You're going
to get some weird bounces, some
weird stuff is going to happen.”

While moderate sea breezes
gusting to around 20mph are ex-
pected throughout the four days,
the biggest challenge will be con-
trolling the ball on lightning-fast
fairways.

“The ball’s just going to run for-
ever pretty much,” Scheffler, at-
tempting to become the first back-
to-back winner of The Open since

Padraig Harrington in 2008, said.

“The fairways this week are re-
ally tight, so you get a lot of cross-
winds.

“They can be difficult to hold
just because they’re so fast and
they’re so firm. I think with the
firmness, it creates a whole lot
more challenges.”

While Spieth’s rain gear and
umbrella are unlikely to see much
use this week, the American says
the sea breezes combined with
unforgiving hard fairways will give
the course teeth.

“It’s almost impossible to over-
estimate the wind,” he said this
week. “I feel like I underestimate
it every single time the first three
or four days that I'm playing golf
here.

“The effect on the golf ball is
magnified almost double what it is
in the States”

World number two Rory Mcll-
roy, who won his only Open across
the Mersey at Hoylake in 2014,
believes the Mediterranean-type
weather has created optimum
links conditions.

“It’s as linksy as links gets,’
Mcllroy said.

“I think I can play the course
a little more aggressively than I
could, so I'm excited by that pos-
sibility, but it’s a great test,” added
the six-time major winner, who
finished joint fourth at Birkdale in
2017.

“It’s a lot different than when
I was here a few weeks ago. The
rough isn’t quite as juicy. You
might see guys being more ag-
gressive off the tee, taking driver,
trying to take the fairway bunkers
out of play. Okay, it might go in the
rough, but it’s not that penal”

Spain’s Jon Rahm said redesigns
to the drivable fifth, a reworked
14th and a new 15th, together with
new bunkers and narrower fair-
ways have toughened up an already
demanding layout.

coMMENT |
McIlroy says: fast -running British Open fairways a ‘double-edged sword’

AFP

Southport, United Kingdom

tures.

ory Mecllroy said the recent UK heatwave
that has transformed conditions ahead of this
week’s British Open s a “double-edged sword”.

Players who often lag behind their rivals for
driving distance may now see their shots getting extra
run on the fairways of a Royal Birkdale course in north-
west England baked hard and fast by soaring tempera-

will begin his quest for a second British Open title today
after triumphing at nearby Hoylake back in 2014.

The 37-year-old Northern Irishman, the reigning US
Masters champion, added: “All this dry weather and sun
and a little bit of wind is obviously great for the course
in one way, but when I was here a couple weeks ago the
rough was a lot more penal than it’s going to be this
week. It’s definitely burnt out a lot.
“The big thing, especially off the tee here, is avoid-
ing the fairway bunkers. You might see some guys being
more aggressive off the tee, taking driver, trying to take

the fairway bunkers out of play.

But equally, anyone wayward off the tee may not face
the same consequences of what McIlroy said yesterday
was the once “penal rough” of a few weeks ago.

“Ithinkit’s a double-edged sword,” said McIlroy, who

“It might be in the rough, but it’s not that penal, so
you get a wedge in your hand and you can figure it out
from there,” explained McIlroy, one of just six golfers to
have completed the career Grand Slam of major titles

Scottish Open.

- the British Open US Open, US Masters and US PGA.
The British Open is played on a links or coastal course,
with defending champion Scottie Scheffler’s most re-
cent experience of those conditions seeing him miss the
cut - the American’s first in four years - at last week’s

“The ball’s just going to run for forever pretty much

(at Birkdale),” Scheffler, 30, said yesterday.

“There’s a lot of thinking off the tee on whether you
want to just hit driver up there somewhere and play from
the rough most likely or start hitting some irons, getting

it in some fairways and hitting some longer shots into

the greens. If it wasn’t as firm as it is now there wouldn’t
be as much decision-making but with the firmness it
creates a whole lot more challenges just to try to control
your ball and figure out where it’s going to end up.”
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Deschamps’ golden France era

ends, but legacy stands tall

SATURDAY'S THIRD-PLACE PLAYOFF WILL PROVIDE AN ANTICLIMACTIC FAREWELL FOR THE 5/-YEAR-OLD

out of retaining the World Cup in Qatar,
recovering from a dreadful opening 80 g
minutes to draw 3-3 with Argentina 3
in one of the tournament’s greatest
games. " &
he end of coach Didier Deschamps’ Midas- : #
like reign turned into a Tantalus torment as ~RESERVOIR OF CREDIT 1
France suffered a comprehensive World Cup  Those —achievements gave Des= |
semi-final defeat by Spain, but Les Bleus’ champs a reservoir of credit few < 0 ;
recent heartbreaks will not tarnish an unprecedent-  coachescould match. He survived el
ed legacy. the fallout from France’s dis-

France lost the 2022 World Cup final to Argentina  appointing Euro 2020 cam- g
and have now fallen to Spain in three straight major = paign, recurring debates
semi-finals, at Euro 2024, the Nations League and  over his cautious football
Tuesday’s 2-0 World Cup defeat. and the long, divisive

Yet Deschamps, who took charge in 2012 with  exile of striker Karim
French football still scarred by their mutiny and hu-  Benzema.
miliation at the World Cup in South Africa two years His  authority
earlier, will be remembered above all as the coachwho  remained intact
led France to their second world titlein 2018, twodec-  because he kept
ades after captaining them to their first on home soil. building teams

With arecord 20 World Cup victories as a coach,he  capable of go-
took France to the global semi-finals at three straight ing deep into
tournaments, reaching the final twice, and estab- tournaments. The
lished them as international football’s most consist-  former defen-
ent major-tournament force. sive midfielder had

Saturday’s third-place playoff will provide an an- made a career out
ticlimactic farewell for the 57-year-old, who an-  of winning long be-
nounced last year that he would leave when his con-  fore taking charge of
tract expired after the tournament. France.

His successor - former France teammate Zined- Born in Bayonne in
ine Zidane has long been the favourite - will inherita 1968, he made his top-
gifted squad but a familiar challenge: turning perhaps  flight debut for Nantes as a
the deepest talent pool in the country’s history into  teenager before joining Ol-
the winning machine it should be. ympique de Marseille, with

whom he won two league
FRANCERARELYFLAMBOY_ANT '

Reuters
Arlington, Texas

titles and captained the
= first French club to lift the
Champions League in
1993. A move to Juven-
tus followed in 1994.
In Turin, Deschamps
won three Serie
A titles and an-
other Champions

boyance. He was sometimes criticised for favouring
balance, discipline and efficiency over spectacle, even
when blessed with some of the most gifted attacking
players in world football. But results repeatedly justi-
fied his methods.

He took France to the 2014 World Cup quarter-fi-
nals, where they lost narrowly to eventual champions

Germany, before guiding the hosts to the Euro 2016  League, estab-

final. Defeat by Portugal in extra time was painful but  lishing himself

laid the foundations for becoming world champions  as the under-

in Russia two years later. stated organis-
France beat Croatia 4-2 in the 2018 final, making er at the heart

Deschamps the third man after Brazil’s Mario Zagallo  of one of Eu-

and Germany’s Franz Beckenbauer to win the World  rope’s dom-

Cup as a player and coach. They added the Nations  inant teams.

League title in 2021 and came within a penalty shoot- Eric Cantona

comment
Tmmense disappointment:

Mbappe rues end of dream

.\ once dismissively described him

\h\ as a “water carrier’; but the la-
+ ! bel came to capture the quali-
"? ties that defined Deschamps:
discipline, intelligence, self-
lessness and an instinctive un-
- derstanding of what winning
. teams required.

He won 103 caps and cap-
tained the side that lifted
the World Cup at the
\ Stade de France in 1998
before completing an
historic double at
Euro 2000. Success
followed him into
management. De-
schamps took AS
Monaco to the
2004 Champions
League final, guid-
ed Juventus back
into Serie A immedi-

ally the same: tournaments were won through adapt-
ability, defensive resilience and an acceptance that
style mattered less than survival.

For more than a decade, the argument was difficult
to counter.

The manner of Tuesday’s defeat will nevertheless
sting. France arrived as favourites after their attacking
firepower had carried them through the tournament,
only to be outclassed technically, tactically and physi-
cally by Spain in Dallas. Deschamps admitted his team
had needed to be at their maximum to compete and
had fallen well short. France were unable to impose
their strength, their celebrated attack was neutralised
and their midfield was overwhelmed - a grim final
chapter for a coach whose sides had usually found a
way, even when playing poorly.

“I do not want to throw away everything we have
done,” Deschamps said after the defeat. “But in this
match Spain showed they had something more.”

It was a fittingly measured assessment from a man
who rarely allowed triumph or disaster to alter his
public demeanour.

Deschamps will leave without the glorious fare-

ately after their demo-  well he had craved, but with a record that places him
tion in the Calciopoli  alongside the most influential figures in French sport-
scandal and ended Mar-  ing history. He lifted the World Cup as captain, hoist -

ed it aloft again as coach and spent 14 years ensuring
France were almost always present when the sport’s
biggest prizes were decided. One painful night in Dal-
las cannot undo that.

' Deschamps Stats |

Didier Deschamps has managed the France
teamfor 14 years.

seille’s 18-year wait for a
French league title in 2010.
When he succeeded
former France teammate Lau-
rent Blanc in July 2012, the na-
tional side were still attempting
to rebuild their reputation after
the players’ strike at the 2010
World Cup in South Africa.

ORDER, BELIEF, SUCCESS
Deschamps restored order
first, belief second and suc-
cess soon afterwards. His
critics argued that France’s
talent pool demanded
more expansive football.
His response was gener-

Overall France Managerial Stats
Matches: 186, Wins: 122, Draws: 32, Losses: 32
Preferred Formation: 4-2-3-1

Major Tournament Record

« 2014 FIFA World Cup: Quarter-finals

« UEFA Euro 2016: Runners-up

« 2018 FIFA World Cup: Champions

« UEFA Euro 2020: Round of 16

» 2021 UEFA Nations League: Champions
« 2022 FIFA World Cup: Runners-up

France’s head coach
Didier Deschamps
reacts after losing
the World Cup

semi-final against

Spain at the Dallas
Stadium in Arlington.
(AFP)

REACTION
De la Fuente salutes ‘best team in
world’ Spain after France upset

AFP

Key Milestones: He is one of only three men in his-
tory to win the FIFA World Cup as both a player (1998)
and a manager (2018). He holds the records for the
most World Cup matches managed by a French coach
(at least 26) and the most World Cup victories.

AFP
Arlington, United States

ylian Mbappe rued the
end of France’s World
Cup dream on Tuesday,
blaming tactical and
technical blunders for his side’s
2-0 semi-final defeat to France.

Mbappe had emerged as one of
the stars of the tournament during
France’s run to the last four, rat-
tling in eight goals at the tip of a
free-scoring attack that delighted
fans worldwide.

But the 27-year-old French
captain’s dreams of a third straight
World Cup final appearance ended
abruptly as Spain outplayed Les
Bleus at the AT&T Stadium in Ar-
lington, Texas.

Mbappe told French broad-
caster M6 that the loss had been
a “huge disappointment” for the
French squad.

“I don’t think we played the

match we wanted to play - wheth-
er tactically, technically, or in
terms of our overall performance
level,” Mbappe said.

“And when you don’t do what
you’re supposed to do in a World
Cup semi-final, you don’t win,”
the Real Madrid star added.

“Our goal was to press them
high up the pitch to prevent them
from settling into that slow, con-
trolled rhythm - because when
it comes to controlling the game,
they are better than us. We failed
todothat”

Mbappe pinpointed the crux
of the problem in midfield, where
France’s duo of Adrien Rabiot
and Aurelien Tchouameni rap-
idly found themselves over-run by
Spain’s triumvirate of Rodri, Dani
Olmo and Fabian Ruiz.

“We kept finding ourselves out -
numbered 3-on-2 in midfield,”
Mbappe said. “And against Spain,
that’s a real problem...When you
put it all together, the result is a

defeat. It's a huge disappoint-
ment.”

Mbappe said France’s crest-
fallen squad were determined to
bounce back after digesting the
lessons of the loss.

“It was a dream for us to reach
the final, to give our country the
chance to keep dreaming and to
make history,” he said.

“Now, it is something we have
to face with our heads held high.
I believe that when you win, you
win with your head held high; so
when you lose, you have to lose
with your head held high, too.

“But right now, there is im-
mense disappointment. I find it
hard to put into words just how
disappointed the squad and I are.

“Yet even if it might seem a bit
robotic at times, we have to pick
ourselves up, go on vacation, and
move on to the next chapter. Be-
cause football waits for no one. We
have to start over, put this failure
behind us, and learn from it

Arlington, United States

pain coach Luis de la

Fuente saluted his players

as the “best team in the

world” on Tuesday after
a stunning 2-0 World Cup semi-
final upset of France.

De la Fuente, who had repeat-
edly said Spain were the best
side in the tournament, was left
beaming with pride as La Roja
outplayed France to reach Sun-
day’s World Cup final.

It was another tactical mas-
terpiece by the Spanish coach,
who oversaw La Roja’s Euro-
pean Championship victory in
2024 and has now beaten France
in three straight competitive
matches.

“We started almost four years
ago with an idea and we’ve been
faithful to that idea and it’s
brought us here,” de la Fuente
said. “Today we faced one of the
best national teams in the world,
but in front of them they had the
best team in the world. That is
different.”

De la Fuente is now contem-
plating Spain’s first World Cup
final appearance since 2010.
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Spain’s head coach Luis de la Fuente reacts in the techincal area
during the World Cup semi-final against in Arlington. (AFP)

“These players deserve eve-
rything - day after day they’ve
showed their commitment, their
solidarity, their generosity, their
talent,” de la Fuente added of his
team. “They make the difficult
look easy”

Meanwhile Pedro Porro, who
scored Spain’s second goal, said
reaching the World Cup final was
“a dream come true”.

“(I am) very happy with the
team’s attitude from start to
finish. I think we played a great

match, we did everything we had
to do today to reach the final”
said the Tottenham defender.

“It’s a dream come true...
We knew (France) was a very,
very tough team, one that had
been doing things really well,
and honestly, this is the team’s
achievement, not mine at all,” he
added.

The 26-year-old said Spain
had played a “fantastic match”
to beat the two-time world
champions.

Belgian great Meunier signs for Premier League side Sunderland

free transfer on Wednesday.

land website.

chapter in my career.

Veteran Belgian defender Thomas Meunier said he
was “hugely excited” to “begin a new chapter” after
he signed for Premier League side Sunderland on a

The 34-year-old - one of Belgium’s ‘golden genera-
tion’ whose last hurrah was a World Cup quarter-
final exit to Spain -signed a two-year contract.

The 83-times capped Meunier, who has played club
football at the top level in his homeland, Germany,
Turkey and France, had been at Ligue 1side Lille.

“I am hugely excited and honoured to join Sunder-
land,” said Meunier in a statement on the Sunder-

“I'm very happy to be here and to begin this new

“The Premier League is one of the most competi-
tive and exciting leagues in the world, and it’s a

the ambition, the project and the desire to keep
moving forward.

“Competing in Europe (the Europa League) was
also a big factor in my decision because, as a
player, you always want to test yourself against the
best teams and compete for trophies.”

Meunier, who won three Ligue 1 titles with Paris
Saint-Germain during his spell there from 2016-
2020, “brings a wealth of experience, leadership
and professionalism”, said Sunderland’s director of
football Florent Ghisolfi.

“Thomas is a player who understands what it takes
to compete for success, and we're confident his
mentality and character will have a positive influ-
ence on the squad,” added Ghisolfi.

“We believe he’ll make an important contribution
on and off the pitch, and we’re excited to see him

e challenge I've wanted to experience.
“When | spoke with the club, | was impressed by

begin this new chapter with us.
“It feels like a great fit.”

Kylian Mbappe of France reacts after the FIFA World Cup semi-final loss against Spain at Dallas Stadium in
Arlington, Texas. (AFP)
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