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Serbia, Sweden join Wales in 
dropping support to Infantino

FOOTBALL

Reuters
London

T
he national football federations 
of Serbia, Sweden and Wales 
withdrew their support for FIFA 
President Gianni Infantino’s re-

election bid yesterday and England’s is ex-
pected to do the same.

The backlash against the head of world 
football’s ruling body has intensifi ed fol-
lowing his failed plan to sell a stake in the 
World Cup to private investors. FIFA’s pro-
posal to unlock up to $4.2bn from private 
investors by selling a roughly 20% stake in a 
new entity overseeing competitions includ-
ing the World Cup ended in retreat on Friday 
after fi erce resistance from stakeholders.

“The Football Association of Serbia has 
withdrawn its support for Gianni Infan-
tino for a new term as President of FIFA,” 
the federation said in a statement. “We re-
mind that we provided Mr. Infantino with 
our support on May 25 of this year in writ-
ten form, but after carefully reviewing the 
events that, in the recent period, have se-
riously damaged the image and reputation 
of both FIFA and its President, this is the 
only logical and rational decision.”

Sweden followed suit. “At an extraor-
dinary board meeting on Monday, SvFF 
has chosen not to support FIFA President 
Gianni Infantino in the upcoming re-elec-
tion,” the Swedish federation said.

“This is after a long-term assessment 
of the development within FIFA and the 
organization’s leadership. The decision is 
based on recurring shortcomings in gov-
ernance, transparency and management, 
which means that trust in Gianni Infan-
tino’s leadership no longer exists.”

Earlier, Wales became the fi rst national 
federation to formally withdraw its sup-
port for Infantino. “The Football Asso-
ciation of Wales hereby confi rms its with-

drawal of support for the candidature of 
Mr. Gianni Infantino, for re-election as 
FIFA President for the 2027 to 2031 term,” 
the Welsh FA said in a statement.

“The recent failures in good governance, 
processes, leadership, values, stakeholder 
management, communications and sound 
judgement have led us to a position where 
Mr. Infantino has lost the confi dence of the 
FAW to remain at the helm of world foot-
ball. “Failing to put the best interests of 
football fi rst is a failure we cannot accept.” 

England’s FA will also withdraw its sup-
port for Infantino, a source familiar with 
the organisation said.

INFANTINO SEEKS TRUMP’S SUPPORT
Infantino has sought support from US 
President Donald Trump, the New York 

Post reported yesterday, citing sources fa-
miliar with the matter.

The Post said Infantino had repeatedly 
tried and failed to reach Trump by phone 
since the proposal collapsed on Friday, and 
that the FIFA chief felt “isolated” by an 
avalanche of negative media coverage.

FIFA had no immediate comment. The 
White House did not immediately respond 
to a Reuters request for comment. Infan-
tino is under unprecedented pressure after 
regional confederations UEFA and CON-
CACAF said on Saturday they had lost 
confi dence in his leadership.

European football’s governing body, 
which led the backlash to Infantino’s plans 
and welcomed the decision to scrap them, 
did not confi rm media reports that it was 
preparing to take legal action against FIFA 

over the issue.
UEFA said it had sent a document pres-

ervation order, which stops the destruc-
tion of emails, fi les, or data when an inves-
tigation is expected.

Infantino said in April that he intend-
ed to seek re-election for a fourth term 
as FIFA chief. Since taking over from his 

Swiss compatriot Sepp Blatter in 2016, 
Infantino has been re-elected unopposed 
twice. While his re-election for the 2027 
to 2031 term had appeared a formality, 
experts say the fallout from the failed pro-
posal exposed dissatisfaction among FIFA 
members and could complicate his path 
before the Congress in Morocco in March.

Infantino intends to seek re-election for fourth term as FIFA president from 2027 to 2031

New York: FIFA President Gianni Infantino 
faces an uphill battle in his re-election bid 
as the national soccer federations of Ser-
bia, Sweden and Wales withdrew their sup-
port after a failed proposal to sell a stake 
in the World Cup to private investors.
The following figures have emerged as 
potential candidates to replace Infantino 
for the term running from 2027 through 
2031. The vote is scheduled to take place 
in Morocco on March 18.

CONCACAF PRESIDENT 
VICTOR MONTAGLIANI

North American football chief and Cana-
dian businessman Victor Montagliani is 
considering challenging Infantino for the 
FIFA presidency, according to a report.
CONCACAF rejected Infantino’s private 
equity proposal but stopped short of call-
ing for an outright boycott as UEFA did. 
The 2026 World Cup was the first time the 
tournament was played on CONCACAF’s 
soil since 1994.

UEFA PRESIDENT 
ALEKSANDER CEFERIN

Slovenian Aleksander Ceferin boycotted 
the World Cup final last month after a se-
ries of disagreements between UEFA and 
FIFA, and the European football governing 
body emerged as one of the most vocal 
critics of Infantino in a bruising week for 
the global football boss.

AFC PRESIDENT SALMAN BIN 
IBRAHIM AL-KHALIFA

A senior vice president on the FIFA Coun-
cil, Sheikh Salman bin Ibrahim Al Khalifa 
from Bahrain is among those who have 
opposed expanding the World Cup to 64 
teams. The AFC took a jab at Infantino in 
its opposition to the FIFA boss’ private 
equity proposal, saying the plan “has 
exposed fundamental weaknesses in 
FIFA’s consultation and decision-making 
processes that must now be addressed.”

PARIS ST GERMAIN PRESIDENT 
NASSER AL-KHELAIFI

European soccer off icials are beginning to 
rally around the Qatari sports executive 
Nasser al-Khelaifi as a leading challenger, 
according to a Politico report last week.

NORWEGIAN FOOTBALL FEDERATION 
PRESIDENT LISE KLAVENESS

One of the most prominent women in 
global football, Norway’s Lise Klaveness 
was among the most vocal leaders of 
the opposition to Infantino’s plan to sell a 
stake in the World Cup. Norway previously 
weighed bringing an ethics complaint to 
FIFA over the decision to suspend a ban 
imposed on U.S. forward Folarin Balo-
gun at the World Cup after US President 
Donald Trump’s intervention. The saga 
brought fresh scrutiny over the relation-
ship between Infantino and the US leader.

Possible successors for embattled Infantino

The backlash against FIFA President Gianni Infantino has intensified following his failed 
plan to sell a stake in the World Cup to private investors. (AFP)

Al Arabi continue preparations in 
Spain ahead of new QSL season

FOCUS

By Sports Reporter
Doha

A
l Arabi are continuing 
their preparations for 
the 2026-2027 season at 
its training camp in Es-

tepona, Spain with an increased 
focus on improving the team’s tac-
tical, technical and physical readi-
ness through rigorous indoor and 
outdoor training sessions.

Al Arabi are undergoing inten-
sive daily training sessions with 
high seriousness and with the aim 
of reaching the highest levels of 
harmony and technical readiness 
under the supervision of Roma-
nian coach Cosmin Contra and 
technical staff . 

Al Arabi have fi ve friendly 
matches scheduled during the 
camp – against Lions club of Gi-
braltar, Saudi Arabian sides Neom 
SC and Al Fateh, and Spanish clubs 
Antequera and Malaga. The games 
aim to assess the players’ readiness 
and strengthen the integration of 
new players with the core of the 
team.

Al Arabi fi nished seventh in Qa-
tar Stars League last season with 
32 points (nine wins, fi ve draws 
and eight defeats). They scored 37 
goals and conceded 41 goals.

At the 2025-2026 Qatar Football 
Association Awards, Al Arabi’s Jas-
sim al-Hail was among the nomi-
nees for Best Goalkeeper Award.

Al Arabi have further strength-
ened their ranks by signing 
Moroccan Oussama Tannane, 

Tunisian Youssef Snana and Pal-
estinian Ameed Mahajneh besides 
local recruits Lotfi  Majder, Khatab 
Bouabida and Salem Al Hajri. They 
will join the existing crux of play-
ers such as Michael Olunga, Rodri 
Sanchez, Isaac Lihadji, Pablo Sara-
bia, Gerard Romero, Alexis Perez, 
Ahmed Fathy, and goalkeepers al-
Hail and Youssef Hassan.

Al Arabi’s QSL campaign will 
begin with a match against Al 
Shamal at the Al Thumama Sta-
dium on August 21.

SADD SIGN GOALKEEPER 
HASSAN FROM AL KHOR

Al Sadd have signed goalkeep-

er Abubaker Mohammed Has-
san from Al Khor on a fi ve-year 
contract until 2031, the reigning 
QSL champions announced. The 
25-year-old joins Al Sadd after 
spending last season with Al Khor, 
having moved there from Al Me-
saimeer in July 2025.

Al Sadd recently appointed Ro-
manian coach Razvan Lucescu as 
Roberto Mancini’s successor ahead 
of the new season. The champions 
are currently holding a pre-season 
training camp in Austria as they 
prepare to defend their title, com-
pete in domestic cup competitions 
and campaign in the AFC Champi-
ons League.

Al Arabi have five friendly matches scheduled during the camp in Spain,

Pochettino to stay as USA 
coach until 2030 World Cup

SPOTLIGHT

AFP
Paris

M
auricio Pochettino 
has signed a contract 
extension to remain 
the head coach of the 

United States national team until 
the 2030 World Cup, US Soccer 
announced.

The 54-year-old took over in 
2024 and led the USA to the last 
16 at the recent World Cup, which 
they co-hosted with Canada and 
Mexico.

“It has become clear to us that 
there is tremendous potential to 
make the men’s national team 
program even stronger,” said 
Argentinian Pochettino, whose 
coaching staff  have also agreed 
new contracts.

“The passion we experienced 
from the fans throughout the 
World Cup only strengthened our 
belief in what is possible here... 
We want to try to have a last-
ing impact on the sport in the 
country that has welcomed us so 
warmly and for that impact to ex-
tend beyond results on the fi eld.”

The Americans won three 
matches at a World Cup for the 
fi rst time before being knocked 
out by Belgium, following a huge 
controversy over FIFA’s decision 
to suspended striker Folarin Ba-
logun’s ban for a red card.

Former Tottenham and Paris 
Saint-Germain boss Pochettino 
was named coach two years ago, 

after previous boss Gregg Berh-
alter left following a group-stage 
exit from the 2024 Copa America 
which the USA hosted.

Pochettino helped turn things 
around and led the team to the 
2025 CONCACAF Gold Cup fi nal, 
which they lost 2-1 to Mexico. He 
had been linked with a return to 
European club football, but will 
instead stay with the US until 
the next World Cup, slated to be 
largely held in Spain, Portugal 
and Morocco.

“Mauricio has built a culture 
where players trust the group, 

trust the process and trust each 
other,” said US Soccer president 
Cindy Parlow Cone. 

“We saw the impact of that 
belief in the way the team grew, 
competed and performed on the 
world’s biggest stage.”

The USA have not reached the 
quarter-fi nals of a men’s World 
Cup since 2002, and hopes were 
high a partisan home crowd could 
carry them to at least that stage. 
But after the Balogun aff air, a 
fi red-up Belgium quashed those 
hopes last month with a crushing 
4-1 victory.
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Finucane seals 4th cycling 
gold on fi nal day of CWG

AFP
Glasgow

E
mma Finucane sprint-
ed into Commonwealth 
Games history with a 
fourth track cycling gold 

as New Zealand were crowned 
netball queens in the fi nal day of 
action in Glasgow.

Welsh sensation Finucane has 
been one of the stars of the games 
and completed a clean sweep of 

sprint medals with victory in the 
keirin at the Chris Hoy Velodrome.

After previous gold medals in 
the team and individual sprints 
and the 1000m time trial, Finu-
cane proved too strong for New 
Zealand’s Olympic champion El-
lesse Andrews, who took silver 
with Kristina Clonan of Australia 
in bronze.

No male or female cyclist had 
ever won four sprint golds at a 
single Commonwealth Games on 
the track.

“Honestly, I can’t put it into 
words,” said Finucane.

“Every time I won this week, it 
was like ‘are you going to get the 
four?’ And it was just so hard to 
block it out.

“I really wanted it but just had 
to race through the races.”

Australia picked up two more 
golds in the velodrome through 
Leigh Hoff man in the men’s 
1000m time trial and Alyssa Po-
lites in the women’s elimination 
race to round off  a spectacular 10 

days for those in green and gold. 
The Australian state of Victo-
ria pulled out of hosting the 23rd 
Commonwealth Games three 
years ago due to concerns over ris-
ing costs.

But Australia’s athletes have 
looked at home in Glasgow as they 
won 70 gold medals among a total 
haul of 171 medals.

England were second in the 
medal table on 29 golds, followed 
by Canada.

India, which will host the cen-

tenary version of the Common-
wealths in four years’ time in 
Ahmedabad, tied with hosts Scot-
land for fourth place with 13 golds 
and 39 medals in total.

One of the few scenes of disap-
pointment for Australia was on 
the netball court as they failed to 
reach a Commonwealth fi nal for 
the fi rst time after a shock single-
point defeat by Jamaica on Satur-
day. Jamaica could not spring an-
other surprise as the Silver Ferns 
of New Zealand pulled away after 

a tight fi rst half to claim gold, win-
ning 56-48 in front of a sold-out 
14,000 crowd.

Australia did at least salvage 
bronze with a 68-50 win over 
England.

The netball court at the Hydro 
will quickly be ripped out on Sun-
day to make way for the closing 
ceremony.

Prince Edward is set to deputise 
for King Charles III to declare the 
Games closed after the baton is 
passed to Ahmedabad.

FOCUS

Australians have looked at home in Glasgow as they won 70 gold medals among a total haul of 171 medals

Gold medallist Wales’ Emma Finucane celebrates on the podium after winning the women’s track cycling 
keirin final with silver medallist New Zealand’s Ellesse Andrews and bronze medallist Australia’s Kristina 
Clonan at the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow on Sunday. (Reuters) Wales’ Emma Finucane in action during the women’s  track cycling Keirin final. (Reuters)

Commonwealth Games faces uncertain future ahead of centenary edition
Glasgow stepped in to save the 2026 Com-
monwealth Games, but a slimmed down 
10-sport model over the last 10 days has 
failed to dispel doubts over the future of 
the event.
First held as the British Empire Games 
96 years ago, the event was plunged into 
crisis in 2023 when the Australian state of 
Victoria withdrew as hosts over mounting 
costs.
Having hosted the 2014 Commonwealth 
Games, Glasgow off ered a cost-eff ective 
solution with existing venues already 
in place. The Games were delivered 
at a budget of just £160mn ($216mn) 
compared to £780mn in Birmingham four 
years ago.
The Indian city of Ahmedabad has 
been handed the baton for the cente-
nary games in four years time, with the 
programme set to expand once more to 
between 15 and 17 sports.
AFP Sports looks at the lessons of the 
23rd Games and if they have a future in 
the modern sporting landscape.

‘A door opener’
Situated two years either side of the 
Olympic Games, the Commonwealths 
have often proven to be a launchpad for 
future stars.
“The Commonwealth Games is where 
champions are made,” the president of 
Commonwealth Sport, Dr. Donald Rukare, 
told AFP.
After storming to 100m gold in one of the 
Games’ blue riband events, Cameroon’s 
Emmanuel Eseme said the Common-
wealths four years ago had kickstarted his 
career at the elite level.
“The Commonwealth Games has been like 
a door opener for me,” said Eseme after 
running 9.83 seconds despite sodden 
conditions in Scotland.
“Things started getting going at the last 
Commonwealth Games with the national 
record of 10.08. No one in my country ever 
thought someone from Cameroon was 
going to run 10.08, I did it in the Common-
wealth Games. It was great and you know 
things have just been going well since.”

Australia may have ran away at the top of 
the medals table, hoovering up over 171 
medals, including 70 golds, followed by 
England, Canada and India.
But the Commonwealth Games are the 
chance for the smaller and lesser known 
of the 74 nations and territories.
Jersey, Dominica and the British Virgin 
Islands were among those to come away 
from Glasgow with gold.
“This is where it all started for me, and 
this is probably where it will end,” said 
Dominica’s Olympic triple jump champion 
Thea LaFond. “It feels amazing to be a 
trailblazer for Dominica.”
The Commonwealths also gives some 
athletes the chance to represent nations 
or territories that are grouped together at 
Olympics or international games level.
Fresh from breaking a 27-year-old world 
record for the mile, Josh Kerr was billed 
as the poster boy for the Games on home 
soil.
The Scotsman duly delivered with a domi-
nant performance to deliver gold in the 

first running of the mile at the Common-
wealth Games for 60 years.
“To have Flower of Scotland playing 
versus the GB national anthem, it’s just dif-
ferent,” said Kerr. “Not many times in my 
career I’ll ever have that.”
The inclusivity of the “friendly games” 
was further enhanced by the largest ever 
para-sport programme with six sports 
fully integrated compared to the divide 
between Olympics and Paralympics.

Missing stars and empty stands
Commonwealth Sport CEO Katie Sadleir is 
confident the future of the Games is bright 
with more potential hosts, led by New 
Zealand, expressing interest for 2034 and 
beyond.
Yet experience shows even successful 
bids have failed to materialise.
This is the second consecutive Com-
monwealths to suff er a change of host 
after Durban also pulled out for the 2022 
Games.
India’s ambition to host the Olympics for 

the first time has been a driving factor 
behind Ahmedabad’s candidacy.
Where the motivation comes to fund the 
Commonwealths beyond its 100th an-
niversary is less clear.
The Games’ lack of appeal to athletes was 
also shown in those who decided not to 
turn up in Glasgow.
Alongside Kerr, the biggest draw in British 
athletics, Keely Hodgkinson, prioritised 
the upcoming European Athletic Champi-
onships.
Women’s 100m Olympic champion Julien 
Alfred and Canadian swimming sensation 
Summer McIntosh were among the other 
big names to skip the Games.
A lack of star power was reflected in a 
low key atmosphere and plenty of empty 
seats, in stark contrast to 12 years ago 
when 1.3 million tickets were sold in the 
same city.
Glasgow may have saved the Common-
wealth project for now, but the long term 
health of the Games is far from guaran-
teed.

Bumrah ruled out of Sri Lanka 
Tests, Nabi earns fi rst call-up
Reuters
Mumbai

I
ndia pace spearhead Jasprit 
Bumrah has been ruled out of 
this month’s two-Test series 
against Sri Lanka as he con-

tinues to recover from a left knee 
injury, the country’s cricket board 
(BCCI) said yesterday.

Bumrah, who sustained the in-
jury while fi elding in a one-day 
international against England in 
Cardiff  in July, was initially in-
cluded in the squad subject to 
a fi nal fi tness test and had been 
undergoing rehabilitation at 
the BCCI’s Centre of Excellence 

in Bengaluru. However, he was 
withdrawn from the squad due 
to persistent discomfort in his 
knee, with uncapped fast bowler 
Auqib Nabi named as his replace-
ment. 

Nabi, 29, earned his fi rst senior 
call-up after impressing in do-
mestic cricket, taking 104 wickets 
across the last two Ranji Trophy 
seasons.

Nabi, who hails from Jammu 
and Kashmir, took 60 wickets in 
the 2025-26 Ranji Trophy season 
to help his state win its fi rst title. 
He also featured for India A on 
their tour of Sri Lanka in June-
July, claiming six wickets in two 
fi rst-class matches.

Nabi is the fi rst cricketer from 
Jammu and Kashmir to receive a 
call-up to the senior test side.

The BCCI added that batter Sai 
Sudharsan’s participation remains 
subject to fi tness clearance. India 
begin the series in Galle on August 
15. The second test in Colombo 
begins on August 23.

INDIA SQUAD: Shubman Gill 
(captain), KL Rahul (vice-captain), 
Yashasvi Jaiswal, Rishabh Pant 
(wk), Sai Sudharsan*, Dhruv Jurel 
(wk), Ravindra Jadeja, Kuldeep 
Yadav, Manav Suthar, Mohammed 
Siraj, Prasidh Krishna, Gurnoor 
Brar, Devdutt Padikkal, Saransh 
Jain, Auqib Nabi.

CRICKET

Haugset wins stage three to claim 
Tour de France Femmes lead
AFP
Poligny

S
igrid Haugset of Norway 
won stage three of the 
Tour de France Femmes 
yesterday, seizing the 

overall lead and the yellow jersey 
from Dutch rider Lorena Wiebes 
in the Jura region.

Haugset, of the Uno-X Mobil-
ity team, launched a gutsy solo 
attack less than halfway into the 
hilly 156.6km route between Ge-
neva and Poligny, and held off  
Belgium’s Lotte Kopecky.

Kopecky dropped back in the 
closing stages after failing to reel 
in Haugset, crossing the line 1 
minute 24 seconds behind as the 
Norwegian became the fi rst rider 
from her country to win a Tour 
stage and wear the yellow jersey.

“I haven’t been thinking about 
it because I never thought it was 
possible. So standing here, it’s 
unreal,” said Haugset, who built 
her her win by attacking on the 
third of the day’s four climbs, the 
Cote de la Savine.

“When I went, it wasn’t many 
seconds and I thought she (Ko-
pecky) would catch me. Then I 
thought I should just drop down 
to her... Second is good. But I 
kept on. The team car was amaz-
ing, pushing me. I was thinking 
about all my team-mates, every-
one cheering from home and so I 

had to give it my all. I can’t believe 
that Lotte didn’t catch me. All 
done in the Norwegian jersey too, 
it’s fantastic.”

The main favourites for overall 
victory on August 9 in Nice, such 
as reigning champion Pauline 
Ferrand-Prevot and Demi Voller-
ing, all fi nished together, almost 
three minutes behind Haugset. 

Wiebes, who won the opening 
two stages, was dropped as soon 
as the road began to rise on the 
Col de la Faucille early in the race. 
She ended more than 20 minutes 
off  the pace. Today’s fourth stage 
should provide a fi rst real shake-
up among the overall contenders, 
with a 21km time trial between 
Gevrey-Chambertin and Dijon.

CYCLING

Sigrid Ytterhus Haugset celebrates as she crosses the finish line to 
win the 3rd stage of the fifth edition of the Women’s Tour de France in 
Poligny, France, yesterday. (AFP)

Cycling superstar Pogacar to ride in Vuelta a Espana
Slovenian cycling great Tadej 
Pogacar will bid to win the one 
Grand Tour missing from his 
achievements the Vuelta a Espana 
when he rides in this year’s 
race for the first time since 2019, 
his team announced yesterday.
“It’s true - he’s coming back,” 
wrote the five-time Tour de France 
winner’s UAE Team Emirates on 
social media platform X to an-
nounce his participation in 
the race which starts on August 
22. 
The 27-year-old Slovenian will be 

favourite to triumph in the gruel-
ling 21-stage race which begins in 
his home city of Monaco. 
Pogacar came third in the 2019 
Vuelta and won three stages to 
announce himself to the cycling 
world.
“I’m excited to say I’m going back 
to La Vuelta. It was my first ever 
Grand Tour back in 2019 and an 
amazing experience,” Pogacar 
told the UAE Team Emirates 
website. 
“Spain is a country I love to visit 
and race in and I think the time is 

right to go back.
“The motivation is high to finish 
off  the year in a good way and the 
Vuelta will be a big target. The 
team is strong and we hope to do 
good things.”
Pogacar, who won the Tour de 
France in style in July, could 
become only the fourth rider to 
win both that and La Vuelta in the 
same year, and only the ninth to 
win all three Grand Tours in their 
career. 
He won the Giro in 2024.
 (AFP)
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Zverev remains wary of 12-day Masters events
AFP
Montreal

A
lexander Zverev 
warned on Sunday of 
burnout and dropouts 
due to overly long ATP 

Masters 1000 events as he re-
turned to the scene of his 2017 title 
in Canada.

The top seed and world number 
two told reporters in Montreal that 
he has his doubts about the wis-
dom of the 12-day Masters tour-
naments, which can seem as long 
and draining to players as a Grand 
Slam fortnight.

This edition of the elite Ca-
nadian hard court tournament 
is missing world number one Jannik 
Sinner, 24-time Grand Slam win-
ner Novak Djokovic and Spain’s 
Carlos Alcaraz, who has not played 
since April due to a wrist injury.

“I think (the pullouts) are a 
result of the two-week Masters 
event. I think it’s just too long for 
some players, too much before the 
US Open,” Zverev said.

“I used to play more 500 events, 
250 events when the Masters were 

shorter, but now I don’t do that 
anymore just because of time 
spent away and time spent on 
tournaments.”

Zverev said that he and his team 
also seriously considered bypass-
ing Canada this year. 

“We had a thought also of may-
be skipping Montreal, but then we 
decided to play it .” 

But the reigning Roland Garros 
champion and Wimbledon fi nalist 
last month added: “I need to play 
matches. I need to play tourna-
ments.  

“I don’t think maybe I’ll play my 
best tennis here, but the result of 
playing here, I think I’ll play better 
in Cincinnati and then hopefully 
my best tennis in New York,” he 
said, looking ahead to the US Open 
that starts on August 31.

Despite fatigue, the 29-year-
old is hoping to take his summer 

momentum into the North Ameri-
can hard court build-up before the 
fi nal major of the season.  “The 
two months that I had was fan-
tastic. Of course, I wanted to win 
Wimbledon, I wanted to win the 
fi nal (against Sinner).

“But I played an opponent who 
also knows how to play in these 
moments, and he played a phe-
nomenal match, a great match 
which could have gone a bit longer. 
I feel like it could have gone in the 
fi fth set.

“I played a lot of tennis in that 
period. So I went on holidays for a 
week and then after started prac-
ticing and preparing myself the 
best I can for this swing.”

Zverev leads the tournament 
fi eld, with Canadian Felix Auger-
Aliassime seeded second ahead of 
Australian Alex de Minaur, Da-
niil Medvedev and title holder Ben 
Shelton. 

With rain marring the opening 
day in the French-speaking city, 
completed matches were a rarity, 
with China’s number 270 Jerry 
Shang defeating Daniel Vallejo of 
Paraguay 6-3, 6-3 before after-
noon rains set in.

FOCUS

‘I knew whatever happened after this match would  have already been a win for  me’

Thorbjornsen earns 
maiden PGA win 
at Rocket Classic
AFP
Los Angeles

M
ichael Thorbjornsen 
sank a 26-foot putt 
on the fi nal green to 
secure his fi rst PGA 

Tour victory at the Rocket Clas-
sic on Sunday, pulling clear of a 
crowded fi eld including Xander 
Schauff ele to win by two shots.

American Thorbjornsen, 24, 
started the fi nal day in Detroit 
four shots off  the lead, but made 
a string of birdies on the back 
nine for a day’s-best round of 
seven-under par 63 as those 
around him spurned chances.

“I don’t know how to feel 
right now. It was such a battle 
out there, playing with some 
great players. Everyone, I feel 
like, was in the mix after nine 
holes,” said Thorbjornsen.

“Just really happy I stuck to 
the process, committed to hit-
ting certain shots, and just very, 
very happy with how I played.”

Having reached the turn 
two behind co-leader Schauf-
fele, Thorbjornsen birdied 10 
with a pinpoint wedge, chipped 
in from the rough on 12, and 
birdied 14 after a fi ne pitch to 
within inches of the hole. His 
tee shot on par-three 15 set up 
a tap-in birdie. But he saved the 
best for last, with a superb long 
right-to-left putt that curled 
in on the fi nal green to seal the 
tournament.

Thorbjornsen fi nished on 
18-under 262, followed by 
Schauff ele on 16-under with a 
highly respectable fi nal round 
of 65.

The two-time major win-
ner and Olympic gold medallist 
had surged early on Sunday but 
left several putts short down the 
closing stretch, including an ea-
gle chance on 14 that would have 
restored his lead. Overnight 
leader Davis Riley had an up-
and-down fi nal round, recov-
ering from three bogeys on the 
front nine to climb back within 
a shot of Thorbjornsen before 
bogeying 17. He fi nished third on 
15-under, with Denmark’s Ras-
mus Hojgaard - who had tied 
the course record with a 61 on 
Saturday - fourth on 14-under.

Despite his fi nal-hole hero-
ics, it was ultimately comfort-
able for Thorbjornsen in his fi rst 
PGA Tour win after having twice 
fi nished as runner-up since 
turning pro in June 2024.

The former college star at 
Stanford University had also 
come close to winning the 
Travelers Championship as an 
amateur in 2022. “I feel like I’ve 
been out here for a few years 
now. You just have to block it all 
out,” he told CBS Sports.

“Junior golf to amateur golf, 
amateur golf to professional 
golf, they’re completely diff er-
ent stages, and it’s going to take 
some time to get used to playing 
where you’re playing at.”

GOLF

Michael Thorbjornsen of the United States poses with the trophy 
after winning the Rocket Classic in Detroit. (AFP)

Woad among eight players to 
make Euro Solheim Cup team

Eight of the 12 players for the European Solheim Cup team are 
now set in stone, with rising star Lottie Woad leading the way. The 
22-year-old Englishwoman was named to her first Solheim Cup 
team on Sunday when the automatic qualifiers locked in following 
the AIG Women’s Open.
Two players, Charley Hull of England and Esther Henseleit of 
Germany, qualified from the Ladies European Tour’s Solheim Cup 
points list. Six more clinched via their positions in the women’s 
world golf rankings: Woad, Sweden’s Maja Stark, France’s Celine 
Boutier, Spain’s Carlota Ciganda, Linn Grant of Sweden and Nanna 
Koerstz Madsen of Denmark. 
Captain Anna Nordqvist of Sweden will name four captain’s picks 
on Monday to complete her roster.
Woad, a former No. 1 amateur in the world, made a splash last 
summer when she won the Women’s Irish Open as an amateur 
and captured the Women’s Scottish Open three weeks later in her 
professional debut. 
She added another professional win in May at the Kroger Queen 
City Championship on the LPGA Tour. She has been part of several 
winning teams as a junior golfer, including for the Great Britain and 
Ireland team in the 2024 Curtis Cup, so clinching her first spot on a 
Solheim Cup team was only a matter of time.

Eala powers past 
Pegula for fi rst WTA 
title in Washington
Reuters
Washington

A
lexandra Eala dismantled 
top seed Jessica Pegula 
4-6 6-4 6-0 after the 
weather-hit Washing-

ton Open fi nal resumed yesterday, 
 completing a remarkable come-
back to become  the fi rst player 
 from the Philippines to win a WTA 
 Tour-level singles title.

The  21-year-old resumed play 
yesterday trailing by a set but 
leading 2-1 in the second after 
Sunday’s fi nal started nearly three 
hours late and was later suspended 
overnight because of persistent 
rain.

“I feel so much love. My fi rst 
chance at a title knowing it won’t 
be the last and already  having 
achieved this milestone for my ca-
reer,” Eala said on court. 

“I knew whatever happened af-
ter this match would  have already 
been a win for  me.”

Pegula, chasing a third Wash-
ington title  after lifting the trophy 
in 2019 and 2021, was unable to 
stop the momentum swinging de-
cisively in Eala’s favour.

The Filipina won 10 of the 13 
games played after the restart, se-
curing the second set before rac-
ing through the decider behind a 
dominant left-handed serve and 
fearless baseline hitting that drew 
increasingly  vocal support from 
a  partisan crowd despite Pegula 
playing on home soil.

@I want to congratulate Alex on 
an amazing tournament,” world 
number three Pegula said.

“To see how far you’ve come 
over the last couple of years when 
we fi rst played, to see the amazing 

fans that follow you every place  
you go, it’s not fun to play against 
but I think it’s amazing.”

The victory extended Eala’s 
winning streak against top-10 op-
ponents to fi ve matches follow-
ing victories over Elena Rybakina, 
Elina Svitolina, twice, and Iga 
Swiatek.

The breakthrough title will pro-
pel Eala to a career-high world 
number 20 when the  new WTA  
rankings are released.

Meanwhile World number 10 
Taylor Fritz held off  19-year-old 
Spaniard Rafael Jodar 7-6 (7/2), 
6-4 yesterday to claim his fi rst 
ATP title of 2026 in the rain-de-

layed fi nal at Washington. Fritz, 
seeded third in the 500-level hard 
court tournament, needed fi ve 
match points to subdue the 24th-
ranked teen and capture his 11th 
title, and his fi rst since Eastbourne 
last year.

After seizing control in the 
fi rst-set tiebreaker, Fritz roared 
to a 3-0 lead with a pair of service 
breaks in the second.

He gave back a break in the 
fourth game with a double fault on 
break point, and Jodar climbed out 
of a 0-30 hole to hold serve and 
narrow the gap to 3-2.

But Jodar couldn’t fi nd another 
break. He held for 5-4 to force 
Fritz to serve it out, the Ameri-
can’s chance delayed just slightly 
as Jodar had treatment on his left 
wrist after taking a tumble in the 
ninth game.

The fi nal game was a slugfest. 
Fritz squandered a pair of match 
points at 40-15 and gave himself 
another with a booming forehand.

Jodar fought off  two more match 
points before earning a break point 
that Fritz saved with another fore-
hand winner.

Fritz fi nally got the job done af-
ter one hour and 49 minutes, Jodar 
misfi ring on a pair of forehands to 
bring it to a close.

Fritz, who was playing his third 
fi nal of the season, collapsed to the 
court when it was done before ris-
ing to salute the crowd.

The contest was postponed 
from Sunday after heavy rain halt-
ed the WTA fi nal between Jessica 
Pegula and Alexandra Eala.

Jodar missed out on a second 
ATP title, after winning in Mo-
rocco in April. But by reaching 
the fi nal he’s assured of reaching 
a career-high 15th in the rankings.

TENNIS

Zverev leads the Montreal 
Masters fi eld, with Felix 
Auger-Aliassime seeded 
second ahead of Alex de 
Minaur, Daniil Medvedev 
and title holder Ben Shelton

Williams sisters handed doubles wild card for Cincinnati Masters
Serena and Venus Williams will resume their doubles partnership 
on a wild card entry at this month’s Cincinnati Masters, the final 
big tournament before the US Open. The sisters, who have won 14 
major doubles titles and three Olympic gold medals, last played 
doubles together at the 2022 US Open.
They received a wild card into the hard court tournament yes-
terday, with Venus Williams also set to play singles. Other main 
draw wild cards in the women’s side of the ATP-WTA event include 
2017 US Open winner Sloane Stephens and US compatriots Taylor 
Townsend, Caroline Dolehide and Elvina Kalieva. Serena Williams, 
a 23-time Grand Slam champion, lost in the Wimbledon singles 
first round in her first singles match in four years. The 44-year-old 
had played a pair of doubles matches before that, but a knee inju-
ry saw her cancel plans to play doubles with Venus at Wimbledon.
Serena Williams last played in Cincinnati in 2022, when she lost to 
Emma Raducanu. She lifted the singles trophy twice, in 2014 and 
2015. Other singles wild cards for the August 8-23 tournament 
went to Czech Darja Vidmanova and France’s Lois Boisson.

Alexandra Eala of the Philippines celebrates with the trophy after 
winning the Washington Open in Washington, DC, yesterday. (AFP)

USA’s Venus Williams and Serena Williams after losing their 
US Open women’s doubles first round match against Czech 
Republic’s Linda Fruhvirtova and Lucie Hradecka at the 
Flushing Meadows in New York on September 1, 2022.
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Liverpool boss Iraola 
downplays Frimpong 
injury concerns

FOOTBALL

Reuters
Chicago 

L
iverpool manager Andoni Iraola 
was hopeful that Jeremie Frimpong 
had avoided injury during their 4-2 
pre-season defeat by Leeds United 

in Chicago on Sunday after the defender 
asked to be substituted midway through the 
second half.

Liverpool can ill aff ord to lose the 
25-year-old with the club already suff er-
ing several injury setbacks ahead of the new 
Premier League season.

Defender Joe Gomez is expected to miss 
the start of the campaign after suff ering a 
muscle injury in their win over Sunderland, 
while Conor Bradley, Hugo Ekitike and Gio-
vanni Leoni remain sidelined as they con-
tinue to recover from injuries.

“Jeremie asked for the sub but I don’t 
think it’s an injury,” Iraola told Liverpool 
media after the game. “It was just some 
overload and I hope he’s not injured in that 
way. I don’t think we’ve lost anyone.”

Spaniard Iraola, who joined Liverpool in 
June after Dutchman Arne Slot was sacked, 
said the match had provided valuable les-
sons as they concluded their US tour. 

“Obviously it’s not the result you want 
but I think it was probably the most useful 
friendly we played - in a positive way in the 
fi rst half and in a negative way in the second 
half,” he added. 

“We’ve learned a lot from today and I 
think we can take good conclusions and 
solve some things.”

Dominic Calvert-Lewin scored two of 
Leeds’ four second-half goals as they ral-
lied for a 4-2 friendly win over Liverpool 
on Sunday at Soldier Field in Chicago. The 
stunning comeback saw Liverpool handed 
their fi rst defeat under Iraola.

Liverpool had notched a 4-2 win over 
Sunderland and a 1-0 victory against 
Wrexham at Yankee Stadium in the fi rst two 
matches of their US tour.

They looked in control on Sunday with a 
pair of fi rst-half goals before Leeds stormed 

back against their English Premier League 
rivals.

US midfi elder Brenden Aaronson 
launched the fi ghtback in the 60th minute 
and Calvert-Lewin pulled Leeds level in the 
71st, fi ring in at the back post after Joe Ro-
don fl icked on a long Ethan Ampadu throw.

Sean Longstaff ’s scuffl  ing fi nish in the 
73rd gave Leeds a 3-2 lead and Calvert-
Lewin made it 4-2 with a near-replica of his 
fi rst goal in the 85th, when Ampadu’s throw 
was sent on by Sebastian Bornauw and he 
headed in.

The victory was Leeds’ second on their 
US tour, which opened with a 3-2 loss to 
Wrexham in Tampa, Florida before a 1-0 
victory over Sunderland in New Jersey.

Liverpool had opened the scoring in the 
seventh minute when Dominik Szoboszlai’s 
corner was fl icked on by Milos Kerkez and 
slammed home by Luke Chambers from six 
yards out.

Florian Wirtz doubled the tally in the 
40th minute, tucking in a cross from Frim-
pong. Germany’s Wirtz was one of a trio of 
World Cup players who returned to action 

for Liverpool on Sunday, along with Ryan 
Gravenberch of the Netherlands and Alex-
ander Isak of Sweden.

Liverpool, who fi nished fi fth last term, 
visit Newcastle United in their opening 
Premier League fi xture on August 23. 

On the returning Isak, Wirtz and Ryan 
Gravenberch he added: “I think they did 
really good. They played their fi rst 45 min-
utes. Obviously Florian and Alex, because 
they were playing in the fi rst half, they had 
an easier game or a better game. Ryan, it 
was costly for him.”

Liverpool have already suff ered several injury setbacks ahead of the new season

Liverpool’s Jeremie Frimpong controls the ball during the pre-season friendly against Leeds United in Chicago. (AFP)

As part of the camp’s programme, Qatar faced Dutch club Heracles 
Almelo in a friendly match, with the hosts securing a 2-0 victory.

London: Chelsea announced 
the signing of veteran England 
midfielder Jordan Henderson 
from Premier League rivals 
Brentford.

The former Liverpool 
captain, who was part of 
England’s World Cup squad at 
the recent tournament in North 
America, has signed a two-year 
deal at Stamford Bridge.

“Given the size of the club, 
the manager, who I have great 
admiration for, and the quality 
of the players, this was a huge 
opportunity I couldn’t turn 
down,” said Henderson.

“I was also so impressed with 
how much the ownership want 
Chelsea to be successful and 
move in the right direction. For 
me, it’s about giving everything 
every single day, both on and 
off  the field, to help the players 
around me and the team as 
much as possible. I’m very 
excited to get going.”

It was confirmed last week 
that Henderson had had his 
Brentford contract terminated 
after it emerged the club’s 
west London rivals Chelsea 
were interested. The 36-year-
old won the Premier League 
and Champions League with 
Liverpool. He left Anfield for 
Saudi club Al-Ettifaq in 2023, 
moving to Ajax six months 
later.

He returned to the Premier 
League with Brentford last year, 
signing a two-year contract. 
Henderson, who has won 91 
international caps, was part 
of England’s 2026 World 
Cup squad but played only a 
handful of minutes, breaking an 
arm later in the tournament.

He joins Xabi Alonso’s squad 
just two days after Chelsea 
signed fellow veteran Danny 
Welbeck from Brighton. The 
Blues spent a British-record 
£117mn ($157mn) to sign 
Morgan Rogers from Aston 
Villa last month and have 
also landed France defender 
Maxence Lacroix and Atalanta 
defender Marco Palestra.

Chelsea finished 10th in the 
Premier League last season, 
one point and one place behind 
Brentford, and failed to qualify 
for European football.

Alonso’s team will face 
Fulham at Craven Cottage in 
their Premier League opener 
on August 24.

Chelsea sign 
England 

midfi elder 
Henderson

Qatar U-23 squad train 
in Netherlands with 
focus on Asian Games

SPOTLIGHT

By Sports Reporter
Doha 

Q
atar’s national under-23 
football team contin-
ued their preparations 
for the Aichi-Nagoya 

2026 Asian Games during an over-
seas training camp in the Nether-
lands, with the squad aiming to 
reach peak technical and physical 
condition ahead of the continental 
event.

As part of the camp’s pro-
gramme, Qatar faced Dutch club 
Heracles Almelo in a friendly 
match, with the hosts securing a 
2-0 victory. The fi xture formed 
part of the coaching staff ’s plans 
to provide players with valuable 
match experience against strong 
opposition while assessing the 
squad’s readiness before the Asian 
Games.

The training camp includes a 
series of friendly matches de-
signed to improve match fi tness, 
strengthen team chemistry and 
fi ne-tune tactical preparations 
ahead of the Asian Games, which 
will be held in Japan from Sep-

tember 15 to October 3. Qatar have 
been drawn in a challenging Group 
D alongside South Korea and Saudi 
Arabia, setting up what is expected 
to be a highly competitive battle 
for places in the knockout stage.

A total of 15 teams will compete 
in the Asian Games. 

The group stage will be played in 
a single round-robin format, with 
the top two teams from each group 
advancing directly to the round 
of 16, along with the best third-
placed teams. 

The competition will then con-
tinue on a knockout basis through 
to the fi nal, with a third-place 
playoff  also scheduled.

The coaching staff  is looking to 
maximise the benefi ts of the Neth-
erlands camp by building greater 
understanding among the play-
ers while further improving their 
technical and physical readiness.

The overseas training pro-
gramme is considered an impor-
tant stage in Qatar’s preparations 
as the team seeks to enter the 
Asian Games in the best possible 
condition and compete strongly 
against the continent’s leading 
under-23 sides.

Six athletes to represent Qatar at U-20 Youth Worlds
ATHLETICS

By Sports Reporter
Doha 

T
he Qatar Athletics Fed-
eration (QAF) has se-
lected six athletes to 
represent Qatar at the 

World Youth U-20 Champion-
ships to be held in Oregon, USA, 
from tomorrow until August 9.

The list includes four ath-
letes in fi eld events: Abdullah 
al-Abdullah (pole vault), Abdul-
rahman al-Maliki (high jump), 
Abdulrahman Ibrahim (hammer 

throw) and Hamad Dhawi (dis-
cus throw). The other two ath-
letes are in track events: Youssef 
Abdulaziz (400m) and Moham-
med Waheed (1500m).

QAF said that the athletes 
have completed their prepara-
tions and aim to achieve the best 
results at the meet while contin-
uing the successes of Qatari ath-
letics at all levels. QAF had or-
ganised overseas training camps 
for athletes in Europe and Africa 
over the past months in prepara-
tion for forthcoming champion-
ships.

Barca’s Flick keen to boost attack with Torres future uncertain
Burton upon Trent, United Kingdom: 
Barcelona coach Hansi Flick said the Spanish 
champions must reinforce their attack after 
the departures of Robert Lewandowski and 
Marcus Rashford, and with question marks 
over Ferran Torres’s future.

The Catalan giants made a bid for Atletico 
Madrid and Argentina striker Julian Alvarez, 
which was rejected. “I have total confidence 
in (sporting director) Deco, we know that we 
have to do something,” Flick told reporters 
after an inter-squad match at St. George’s 
Park in England, where Barca have been 
training. “It also depends (what happens) 
about Ferran (Torres).”

Spain international Torres, who scored 
the winning goal in their World Cup final 
triumph over Argentina, has one year left on 
his contract at Barcelona. Torres has been 
linked with Champions League holders Paris 
Saint-Germain, coached by former Spain boss 
Luis Enrique.

Torres admitted during an appearance on 
American television network NBC that he did 
not know where his future lay, but suggested 
he might prefer a move elsewhere.

“I have a contract at Barcelona but in foot-
ball you never know,” said the 26-year-old. 
“I’m just waiting to make the right decision.”

Asked if he had a dream destination in 
mind, Torres said he did but did not disclose 
it. Barcelona have signed Anthony Gordon 
and Karim Adeyemi this summer for the first 
team and Flick acknowledged both wingers 
could be used through the middle.

“Gordon and Adeyemi can play on both 
sides and as a number nine, so we have a lot 
of options actually,” added Flick, who noted 
Spanish teenager Lamine Yamal was also 

capable of playing in that role.

DZEKO, 40, SIGNS CONTRACT 
EXTENSION WITH SCHALKE

Veteran Bosnian striker Edin Dzeko has 
signed a one-year contract extension with 
Schalke after helping them return to the Bun-
desliga last season, the German club. 

The 40-year-old, who captained Bosnia 
and Herzegovina at the recent World Cup, 
joined Schalke on a free transfer in Janu-
ary. He scored six goals in 11 Bundesliga 2 
matches to help the team win promotion 
back to the top flight after three years in the 
second tier.

Dzeko could play his first Bundesliga 
match since leaving Wolfsburg for Manches-
ter City in 2011 when Schalke kick off  their 
league campaign at Augsburg on August 30. 
His former clubs also include Roma, Inter 
Milan and Fenerbahce.

NEWCASTLE SIGN GOALKEEPER 
HORNICEK FROM BRAGA

Managerless Newcastle announced the sign-
ing of Czech goalkeeper Lukas Hornicek from 
Portuguese side Braga. Hornicek has agreed 
a five-year deal after the Magpies activated 
his 30mn euro release clause, and he be-
comes the club’s fifth signing of the summer.

“The last few days have been an emotional 
rollercoaster from when I first heard about 
the move and now I’m so happy to be here,” 
said the 24-year-old, who is expected to sup-
plant Nick Pope as first-choice goalkeeper.

“I know Newcastle is a huge football city, 
with 52,000 fans at St James’ Park creating 
an incredible atmosphere and pushing the 
team every game. I can’t wait to play in front 

of them.”
Newcastle sporting director Ross Wilson 

said Hornicek had “firmly established himself 
as one of Europe’s top young goalkeepers”.

Eddie Howe left his position as Newcastle 
boss last week after five years at the club.

The Magpies struggled to a 12th-place 
finish in the Premier League last season and 
have endured a diff icult summer transfer 
window. Italy midfielder Sandro Tonali has 
moved to Tottenham and England forward 
Anthony Gordon has departed for Barce-
lona, while captain Bruno Guimaraes has 
been strongly linked with a move to Premier 
League champions Arsenal. Newcastle start 
their Premier League campaign at home to 
Liverpool on August 23.

DORTMUND SIGN GREEK TEENAGER 
KARETSAS FROM GENK

Borussia Dortmund announced the sign-
ing of teenage Greek forward Konstantinos 
Karetsas from Belgian side Genk on a five-
year deal, for a reported fee of 30mn euros 
plus bonuses. The 18-year-old, who already 
has three goals in 10 appearances for Greece, 
laid on 11 assists in the Belgian top flight last 
season. Dortmund were looking for more cre-
ativity after the departure of the long-serving 
Julian Brandt, who left on a free transfer.

“Borussia Dortmund is a special club and I 
am incredibly proud to now be able to wear 
the black and yellow jersey,” Karetsas said in 
a statement.

The former European champions have also 
been linked with Cologne’s teenage Germany 
forward Said El Mala as they continue their 
summer business after finishing second be-
hind champions Bayern Munich last season.
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