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After a scintillating opening 
ceremony of the fIfA World 
Cup Qatar 2022, ecuador de-
feated hosts Qatar 2-0 in the 
opening match of the biggest 
football showpiece at the Al 
Bayt Stadium on Sunday.

Qatar, competing in their 
first fIfA World Cup, had 
home fans cheering from start 
to finish, but the South Ameri-
cans, competing for the fourth 
time, entered the game as fa-
vourites. Qatar were hoping to 
follow in the footsteps of Sen-
egal, who won their first game 
in the tournament in 2002, de-
feating defending champions 
france 1-0. But it was not to be. 

“Obviously this was not 
what we were hoping for,” Qa-
tar’s coach felix Sanchez said 
of Sunday’s curtain raiser for 
the tournament.

“there is no excuse, I want 
to congratulate our opponents 
ecuador. there is a lot of room 
for improvement.

“We did not play at our best 
level. Maybe the responsibility 
and the nerves got the better of 
us. We just have to let go and 
forget about it and be more 
competitive. We can do it.”

Only three minutes into the 
game, ecuador captain enner 
Valencia scored on a goalkeep-
er error by Saad Al Sheeb, who 
failed to punch a simple ball 
inside his box away from dan-
ger. following a VAr review, 
however, the goal was ruled 
out. But the relief for Qatar was 
shortlived. 

ecuador maintained their 
dominance, despite the fact 
that they didn’t have any clear 
chances since Valencia thought 
he had put them ahead.

Soon enough, Valencia 
scored from the penalty spot 
in the 16th minute after being 
brought down inside the box by 
goalkeeper Saad Al Sheeb, who 
was then booked. the striker 
waited for the keeper to jump 
before slotting it into the far 
right post. It was a nightmare 
start to the World Cup for the 
Al Sadd goalkeeper.

things were becoming too 
tight for the Qatari midfield to 
coordinate passes and attack, 
resulting in striker Almoez Ali 
receiving a yellow card for a 
foul on Valencia in the 22nd 
minute, the second card to a 
Qatari after Al Sheeb’s earlier 
caution resulting in the pen-
alty.

After Karim Boudiaf was 
dispossessed, ecuador’s Caice-
do made a good run into Qa-
tar’s half and released team-
mate felix torres wide on the 
right flank, whipping a fine 
cross into the box that evaded 
everyone including estrada but 
arrived at the head of Valencia. 

the fenerbahce striker 
headed the ball with perfec-
tion to beat Al Sheeb in the 31st 
minute for his second of the 
match. 

Valencia’s brace increased 
his World Cup goal tally to five, 
making him his country’s high-
est goal scorer in the tourna-

ment history, surpassing Agus-
tin Delgado’s three goals.

“I dreamt so many times 
about winning this opening 
match. this was a dream that I 
managed to score and help my 
team get the three points,” Va-
lencia said later.

“We managed to score a 
couple of quick goals which 
helped us to get control of the 
game and win the three points 
... We think we can go very far 
and perform well.”

Qatar nearly cut the deficit 
before the break, but Almoez 
Ali headed wide from six yards 
after Hassan Al Haydos curled 
a brilliant first-time cross from 
the right flank. 

ecuador went into the 
break with a two-goal lead, 
leaving Qatar with the option of 
chasing the game in the second 
half after a tense start.

Despite his nervousness, Al 
Sheeb made a save to deny ro-

mario Ibarra after Bassam Al 
rawi gave possession to Men-
dez.

As the game wore on, Qa-
tar’s midfield and attack line 
failed to deliver, forcing coach 
felix Sanchez to substitute cap-
tain Haydos for Mohammed 
Waad and Almoez for fellow 
striker Mohammed Muntari.

Muntari’s first contribu-
tion was a first-time volley that 
nearly resulted in a goal for the 
hosts, but his effort rippled the 
roof of the net in the dying min-
utes of the game. 

Between the two halves, 
there were only eleven shots, 
with Qatar taking five and ec-
uador taking six. ecuador had 
53% of the possession, while 
Qatar had 47%.

At their fourth World Cup, 
ecuador are dreaming of sur-
passing their best ever previous 
showing at the finals when they 
reached the last 16 in 2006.

Coach Gustavo Alfaro will 
be happy that his players put 
aside the furore over defender 
Byron Castillo, who was left at 
home to avoid further contro-
versy after they faced possible 
expulsion in a complaint by 
Chile over his nationality sta-
tus.

On friday, Qatar will face 
African champions Senegal, 
while ecuador will face the 
Netherlands.
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Valencia brace makes  
ecuador fly high at al bayt

 We managed to score a 
couple of quick goals which 
helped us to get control of the 
game and win the three points 
... We think we can go very far 
and perform well.

Enner Valencia of Ecuador

Football fans of Ecuador celebrate in the streets after defeating Qatar in the opening match of FIFA World 
Cup 2022 in Quito, Ecuador, on Sunday. (aFP)

Ecuador players celebrate with their supporters after they won the FIFA World Cup 2022 Group A opening 
match against Qatar at the Al Bayt Stadium on Sunday. (aFP)

Ecuador’s forward 13 Enner Valencia (C) scores his team’s second goal past Qatar’s defender Homam Ahmed during the FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 Group A opening match at the Al Bayt 
Stadium on Sunday. Ecuador won 2-0. (aFP)

At their fourth World 
Cup, Ecuador are 
dreaming of surpassing 
their previous best  
showing at the finals 
when they reached  
the last 16 in 2006

SCORELINE
Qatar              |          Ecuador      
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Enner Valencia 
16’ (P), 31’
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SPECTACULAR DAY 1
Maroon shone bright at the Al Bayt Stadium on Sunday  
evening as a cheering throng bore witness to history being made.  
The Arab world’s first-ever World Cup got off to a spectacular 
start as hosts Qatar took on Ecuador in a packed stadium



FiFa
Doha

Questions about a sud-
denly leaky defence provide 
the main concern for england 
as they look to launch another 
long tournament run, starting 
against iran.

it was steven Gerrard this 
week who summed up a ques-
tion occupying the minds of 
many who follow england’s 
national team. “i think the 
big challenge for england is 
whether we can find the right 
personnel and find the right 
partnerships in defence,” said 
the former england captain.

since Gareth southgate’s 
men secured their place at their 
seventh successive FiFA World 
Cup, the form and fitness of 
southgate’s favoured lieuten-
ants in the backline has become 
a matter of concern.

england conceded just 
three goals in qualifying. By 
contrast, in their current six-
match winless run – their worst 
sequence since 1993 – they 
have kept just one clean sheet. 
Harry Maguire is a particular 
cause for concern. named in 
ueFA’s team of the tourna-
ment at euRo 2020, he has 
lost his place in Manchester 
united’s starting Xi and made 
errors before two of Germany’s 
goals in september’s 3-3 Wem-
bley draw.

Maguire has been one of 
three defensive mainstays in 
england’s major tournaments 
under southgate: he, John 

stones and Kyle Walker fea-
tured in every game that mat-
tered at Russia 2018. At euRo 
2020, southgate included him 
in his squad despite an ankle 
problem, and Maguire reward-
ed that faith by playing along-
side stones and Walker in five 
consecutive matches as eng-
land finished runners-up.

Yet Matthew upson, the 
former england centre-back, 
sees a dilemma now for the 
manager between “players 
who can be relied upon” and 
“whoever is in form”. speak-
ing to FiFA+, he elaborates: 
“those performances that 
Harry Maguire put in in Russia 
are four years ago and a lot has 
happened since then.

“A midfield player can get 
caught on the ball and there are 
still two layers to go through. 
But with a centre-back or goal-
keeper those errors through 
not being sharp or confident 
enough are more glaring. 
there’s bigger pressure when 
you’re not in good form.”

of the squad’s other pos-
sible central defenders, south-
gate said on the eve of the iran 
fixture that Walker was un-
likely to be risked for this first 
fixture even if the Manchester 
City man has been progressing 
well in his recovery after groin 
surgery (with stones, inciden-
tally, filling his full-back berth 
for their club). upson sees oth-
er options for southgate, start-
ing with eric Dier – a key fig-
ure in Russia but left out of the 
euRo – who featured in both 

of september’s ueFA nations 
League games.

“i look at the last few games 
and Dier has been one of the 
most consistent performers in 
terms of how well he uses the 
ball,” says upson, a member 
of england’s back line at south 
Africa 2020, who is here in Qa-
tar as an analyst for BBC Radio 
5 Live and BBC sounds. “if he 
[southgate] uses a three Dier 
is comfortable playing in the 
middle of that three.”

southgate, when announc-
ing his squad, said he had gone 
for “more experienced defend-

ers”. Yet upson likes the look 
of Arsenal’s Ben White as a 
potential alternative as the 
right-sided centre-back, citing 
the “versatility and mobility” 
he would bring in Walker’s ab-
sence. “He is playing in a team 
top of the Premier League and 
doing well and is quick across 
the ground.” (on the flipside he 
has only four caps and just one 
england appearance in a back 
three.)

Whether southgate does 
stick with a three – as in both 
september fixtures – is a moot 
point too. in Russia, england 

succeeded with a 3-5-2 struc-
ture. At the euRo, he took a 
more flexible approach start-
ing with a 4-3-3 but switching 
to a three against Germany in 
the round of 16 and italy in the 
final (when Luke shaw, the left 
wing-back, scored a goal set up 
by a cross from Kieran trip-
pier, his counterpart on the 
right).

speaking to the media in 
september, southgate said that 
“the defenders that are playing 
well are playing in back threes” 
yet some good judges antici-
pate that against iran, eng-
land will revert to a 4-3-3 with 
southgate putting his faith in 
stones and Maguire as his cen-
tre-back pairing.

the thinking goes that, 
with iran sitting deep, 4-3-3 is 
a more adventurous formation.

However, upson offers a 
different viewpoint. “A lot of 
people think you can’t play a 
back three against iran but it 
can be very positive, especially 
if you have a midfield player 
like Declan Rice who is very 
able to drop into the centre-
back area, wide areas. He is 
very instinctively good at read-
ing those positions so you can 
afford to push high up the pitch 
and play wing-backs who are 
very attacking.”

With the attacking thrust 
of Jude Bellingham alongside 
Rice, the middle of the field is a 
source of optimism, as Gerrard 
also vouched. it is the defence 
which holds the doubts as eng-
land seek a winning start for 

the third tournament running 
under southgate.

Questions about leaky defence provide main concern for England as they look to launch another long tournament run

Defence the doubt as England get set

Vinay nayudu
Doha

tWo key facts stand 
out as hopeful as ever 
england take on iran 
in their opening Group 

B match of the FiFA World 
Cup Qatar at the Khalifa in-
ternational stadium on Mon-
day. one: england haven’t 
won in their past six competi-
tive matches going into the 
game against iran; two: iran 
are playing in their third suc-
cessive World Cup (out of five 
appearances) but have never 
progressed beyond the group 
stage.

But england seem to have 
more worries for now than 
iran. Gareth southgate’s side 
will be without defender Kyle 
Walker and midfielder James 
Maddision and given the criti-
cism the manager has faced 
about the team in the recent 
past, he will really need his 
team to make a telling start to 
their campaign.

Wales and usA are the oth-
er teams in the group and the 
former too are eager to take on 
the battle adding to the jostle 
for the Round of 16.

iran’s seasoned coach Car-
los Queiroz believes a fighting 
spirit is key if his side are to 
stand a chance against eng-
land.

Having faced the challenges 
of spain, Portugal and Moroc-
co back in 2018, walking away 
with four points and finishing 
third in the group, Queiroz’s 
young iran side back then are 
four years more experienced 
now and look more capable of 
navigating the challenges pre-
sented in the current group 
stage. 

“As was the case in 2014 
and 2018, our expectation is 
the same, said Queiroz. “to 
play every game trying to win, 
to play good football, create en-
tertainment for the fans. this 
is our goal and game by game, 
if we play as we want starting 
with this difficult game against 
england, we can get the num-
ber of points that give us a pos-
sibility to be in the next round. 
that is a dream.”

After a superb qualify-
ing campaign that saw them 
concede just four goals in 10 
games, Queiroz’s charges’ lat-
est set of preparation matches 
saw them narrowly edge nica-

ragua thanks to a Mehdi tor-
abi strike, yet they fell short 

against tunisia, a 2-0 loss in 
which they managed to give 45 
minute run outs for all players.

“england are one of the 
best teams in the world. they 
are a serious candidate to be 
in the final, to win medals and 
even to be world champions. 
they reached a wonderful po-
sition last time out by being in 
the semi-final.

“We can only be at the level 
of effort of england to produce 
a good game. We need to play 
every moment of the game with 
a unique spirit and a fighting 
mentality.”

Having been in charge for 
an eight-year reign that in-
cluded the 2014 and 2018 FiFA 
World Cups, the Portuguese 
tactician only took charge of 
team Melli for a second stint 
last september following spells 
in charge of Colombia and 
egypt.

if there was is defining fea-
ture of iran under Queiroz, it 
would be their impenetrable 
defence. 

Prior to the 3-0 defeat that 
spelled the end of his first reign, 
Queiroz’s iran did not concede 
a single goal in five AFC Asian 
Cup matches. in fact, his record 
in international competitions 
with team Melli reads 10 clean 

sheets in 16 matches
under Queiroz, iran line-

up in a 4-3-3 formation with 
saeed ezatolahi anchoring the 
midfield, either partnered with 
a second defensive-minded 
midfielder or with two box-
to-box players supporting in 
both phases of play. the trio of 
Alireza Jahanbakhsh, sardar 
Azmoun and taremi often bear 
the attacking burden with full-
backs rarely asked to charge 
into attacking areas.

the attacking trio of Jahan-
bakhsh, Azmoun and taremi 
are iran’s most valuable assets, 
but beyond them, a number 
of players will be crucial for 
team Melli in a tournament 
where they will have to endure 
extended spells of opposition 
pressing.

iran goalkeeper Alireza 
Beiranvand is primed to repeat 
his 2018 heroics which saw him 
save a Cristiano Ronaldo penal-
ty while captain ehsan Hajsafi 
is one of Queiroz’s most loyal 
lieutenants and his experience 
and flexibility will see him play 
a crucial role whether he starts 
at left-back, central midfield or 
left wing.

should iran need an impact 
sub, Queiroz can turn to the 
likes of saman Ghoddos, Ka-

rim Ansarifard or Vahid Amiri, 
with at least one of them set 
to start on the bench in each 
match.

england have had a stable 
base to build on since 2016 
with Gareth southgate at the 
helm, reaching the semi-final 
stage of the Russia World Cup 
in 2018 but ultimately finish-
ing in fourth place, then tak-
ing a proverbial step further in 
reaching the ueFA european 
Championships 2020 final but 
lost out to italy. 

“We are in the middle of an 
economic recession and life has 
been difficult for a lot of our 
people,” said southgate. 

“We want them to enjoy 
their football and have a jour-
ney with the team that brings 
some real happiness. We are all 
hoping to focus on the football 
now. it has been a complicated 
build up with issues discussed 
for the last 12 months and be-
yond that for us. 

“this is the biggest moment 
of our players’ careers to play in 
a World Cup.”

indeed, for even as england 
fans and followers back home 
clamour over Qatar World Cup, 
they would need to be wary of 
their dangerous opponents. 

 (inputs AFC)

Queiroz hoping
for iran’s
to get
past england
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Iran’s Portuguese coach Carlos Queiroz attends a press conference at the Qatar National Convention Center 
(QNCC) in Doha on Sunday, on the eve of their FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 match against England. (aFP)

England’s forward Harry Kane (2nd L) and England’s coach Gareth 
Southgate (2nd R) give a press conference at the Qatar National  
Convention Centre (QNCC) in Doha on Sunday, on the eve of their  
FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 Group B match against Iran. (aFP)

England have not won in 
their past six competitive 
matches going into the 
game against Iran

Iran are playing in their third 
successive World Cup and 
have qualified five times 
overall, but have never pro-
gressed from the group 
stage

England have contested 16 
World Cups but have won 
the tournament just once, in 
1966

Iran scored 49 goals and 
conceded eight in Asian 
qualifying, winning 14 or 
their 18 matches to reach 
Qatar

Iran won the Asian Cup 
three times in a row, from 
1968-1976

England won eight of their 
10 qualifying matches, scor-
ing 39 times and conceding 
only three goals 
Previous meetings: England 
and Iran have never played 
each other in a competitive 
match

 Fact file

fighting  
spirit

Group B: EnGland vs Iran (4pm) KhalIfa IntErnatIonal stadIum

In Qatar, Iran’s dream is to reach the group stage for the 
first time in their World Cup history

As was the case in 2014 
and 2018, our expectation is 

the same. To play every 
game trying to win, to play 

good football, create 
entertainment for the fans.

Iran coach Carlos Queiroz

  Look, our challenge is to give our supporters a 
tournament that’s memorable.

England manager Gareth Southgate

Iran supporters pose outside of 
the FIFA Fan Festival at Al Bidda 
park in Doha on Sunday. (aFP)



He’s the rock who 
astonishingly went 65 
games without being 
dribbled past in the 

superstar-stacked Premier 
League; the defender who 
was a few votes shy of belying 
positional politics and denying 
Lionel Messi another The Best 
FIFA Men’s Player award; the 
man Michael Owen champi-
oned above Bobby Moore, 
Franz Beckenbauer, Daniel 
Passarella, Franco Baresi, 
Marcel Desailly and Fabio 
Cannavaro and named the 
best centre-back in football 
history. Yet 31-year-old Virgil 
van Dijk has never played in a 
major international competi-
tion. That is, finally, about to 
change. The Liverpool No 4 is 
set to captain the Netherlands 
at the FIFA World Cup Qatar 
2022.
Van Dijk tells FIFA he’s burst-
ing with pride over that, and 
discusses the quality of 
Frenkie de Jong and Mem-
phis Depay, and the Oranje’s 
desire to “achieve something 
special”.

You tore your ACL in October 
2020, which caused you to 
miss the start of Qatar 2022 
qualifying and the UEFA 
EURO. How difficult was 
that?
It was very difficult. We’d 
worked really hard to get to 
the european Championship 
and I got injured at a critical 
time. I worked as hard as I 
could to be able to recover 
and rejoin the national team 
in time. Unfortunately it 
wasn’t possible. Liverpool 
weren’t doing well either. You 
want to help. I felt powerless, 

which sucks. I first reported 
back for national-team duty 
for some important World Cup 
qualifiers in september 2021. 
We knew we had to give it our 
all, we did, and fortunately we 
managed to make it to the 
World Cup.
Since your return, the Nether-
lands are unbeaten…
That is true, but it isn’t just 
me. I understand that I have 
a lot of influence within the 
squad, because I’m the cap-
tain and play in an important 
position which can influence 
the way the team plays a lot, 
through leadership and organi-
sation. But in the end we have 
to win games together. I think 
we have an amazing team 
with a lot of quality.

How does it feel to be set to 
play in your first World Cup?
It’s amazing. It’s something 
I’ve been looking forward to 
for so long. It was a huge 
disappointment to miss out of 
the last World Cup. It was a 
very difficult time for me and 
for all the Dutch people. so 
it feels amazing to finally be 
going to the World Cup. It’s a 
boyhood dream to represent 
your country in the World Cup. 
In my case it’s extra special 
because I get to captain the 
team. I hope we can achieve 
something special.

How proud does it make you 
feel to captain the Nether-
lands?
Very proud. I don’t think I can 
put into words how proud 
it makes me to captain my 
country, because it’s so spe-
cial to me. For me, as a young 
boy, I didn’t even think 

about playing for the Dutch 
national team one day. It was 
a dream, but I never thought it 
was realistic. so to make my 
debut for the national team in 
2015 was very special, but to 
be made captain when Ronald 
Koeman was our coach was 
extra special. It’s something 
that I enjoy so much and try 
not to take for granted.

what do you think of your 
coach Louis van Gaal?
He has a lot of qualities. 
I think he is special in the 
way he communicates. He’s 
very honest and straight to 
the point, and I think that it 
is working out for us. I don’t 
have a bad word to say about 
him. I like it when someone is 
very direct and to the point, 
while still remaining respect-
ful, because that is the most 
important thing. He goes all 
out to make sure that we are 
all on the same wavelength. 
During his career he been 
through a lot and worked with 
incredible players, so he has a 
lot of experience he can pass 
on. We can all learn a lot from 
him.

What do you think of your 
Group A opponents?
A World Cup is never going to 
be easy. It doesn’t matter who 
you have to play against. But 
I think senegal is going to be 
the toughest match-up of the 
three. ecuador are also very 
tough opponents and they 
play differently to other teams. 
every match will be a new 
challenge and it’s not going to 
be easy.

Is there a particular team or 

player you’d like to face at 
Qatar 2022?
I’d certainly like to play 
against Brazil.

How important is Memphis 
Depay to the team?
Very important. Firstly be-
cause of the goals he scores, 
the assists he provides, his 
ability to keep the ball, the 
way he links up with players 
around him and all the hard 
work he puts in. He’s just an 
excellent player. He’s not just 
an important factor on the 
pitch, but also off it. With his 
personality, other players look 
up to him and listen to him, 
which is a great asset for us. 
He’s one of the most impor-
tant players in the squad. 
But ultimately a player has 
to deliver on the pitch, and 
Memphis certainly does.

What about the midfield duo 
of Frenkie de Jong and Davy 
Klaassen…
They have different qualities, 
but I think they really comple-
ment each other. I think that 
Frenkie is one of the best 
midfielders of the world. He’s 
excellent with the ball, but he 
also works really hard and has 
tremendous stamina. Just like 
Memphis, I think he’s one of 
the most important players 
in our squad. Hopefully he 
can be at his best in Qatar 
and can inspire us to some 
great results. As for Davy, he’s 
come up with goals at very 
important moments. Hopefully 
he can continue doing that.

    Netherland’s defender Virgil van Dijk (C) takes a break during training at Qatar University training site in Doha on Sunday. (AFP)
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Senegal coach says task sans Mane ‘a great challenge’
dpa

AL RUWAIs (QATAR)

Senegal face “a great chal-
lenge” at the World Cup with-
out their injured top star Sadio 
Mane, coach aliou Cisse has 
said.

“It is a shame for Sadio and 
the team,” Cisse said on the eve 
of their first game on Monday 
against the netherlands that 
Mané’s absence.

“It is a big challenge for 
us because all coaches build 
their teams around their best 
player.” Senegal captain Mané 
helped the nation win a first af-
rica Cup of nations title earlier 
in the year and was named af-
rican Player of the Year.

But he misses the World 
Cup with a right fibula injury 
he sustained while playing for 
his club Bayern Munich earlier 
in the month and underwent 
surgery on Thursday.

Cissé said he would not 
change tactics in the wake of 
Mané’s injury and still expects 
the team to do well due to their 
experience from the 2018 tour-
nament and the continental 
title which “give us lots of con-
fidence.” 

The coach said that Mane’s 
injury dominated the headlines 
lately beyond Senegal as “peo-
ple around and the whole foot-
ball family is saddened.

“He is the second best play-
er in the world, he represents 

the african continent as well as 
Senegal. I received phone calls 
from around the world saying 
they are very sad,” Cisse said.

Senegal are not intimi-
dated by the strong Dutch as 
they have won their two pre-
vious openers at a World Cup, 

in 2002 an upset over then 
title holders France and 2018 
against Poland.

Their other two opponents 
in group a are hosts Qatar and 
ecuador who play the opening 
match of the tournament later 
Sunday.

(TOP RIGHT) Senegal’s coach Aliou Cisse attends a press conference 
at the Qatar National Convention Center (QNCC) in Doha on Sunday, on 
the eve of their FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 Group A match against the 
Netherlands. (AFP)

   It is a big 
challenge for us 
because all coaches 
build their teams around 
their best player.
Senegal coach Aliou Cisse  
on Sadio Mane’s injury  
and absence

   It’s amazing. It’s something I’ve been looking 
forward to for so long. It was a huge disappointment to 
miss out of the last World Cup. It was a very difficult time 
for me and for all the Dutch people. So it feels amazing to 
finally be going to the World Cup. It’s a boyhood dream to 
represent your country in the World Cup. In my case it’s 
extra special because I get to captain the team. I hope we 
can achieve something special..

Virgil van Dijk

vaN dijk

aMaziNg
tO captaiN
My cOuNtry:
Virgil Van Dijk reVeals his priDe at 
leaDing the netherlanDs at Qatar 
2022; reVeals Desire to “achieVe 
something beautiful” anD lauDs 
teammates frenkie De jong anD 
memphis Depay

Group A: SeneGAl vS netherlAndS (7pm) Al thumAmA StAdium

Netherlands are unbeaten in 
their last 15 matches.

The Netherlands’ last defeat 
was against the Czech 
Republic in the last 16  
at Euro 2020.

The Dutch are three times 
runners-up but failed to 
qualify for Russia 2018.

Senegal are one of three 
African countries to reach a 
World Cup quarter-final.

Senegal were unbeaten  
in their last four warm-up 
matches before the  
tournament. 
Previous meetings: The 
teams have never previously 
met at the World Cup.

 Fact file
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Moore’s long road to World Cup with Wales
The Wales forward has spent 
his career toiling up and down 
the divisions but is finally at his 
peak and defences at the World 
Cup best be prepared

Some 831 players have 
made it to the FIFA World Cup 
Qatar 2022 but very few have 
had to fight for their place there 
quite like Kieffer Moore.

The Wales striker, who is 
set to lead the line against USA 
on Monday in the nation’s first 
World Cup match for 64 years, 
has played for no less than 12 
clubs in a 10-year career, tak-
ing him from england’s non-
league system, via Norway, all 
the way to the Premier League.

Moore’s journey contrasts 
with that of some of his Wales 
team-mates such as Gareth 
Bale and Aaron Ramsey but 
he is immensely proud of the 
route he has taken.

“I slowly made my way up, 
slowly made my way down and 
slowly made my way back up 
again,” said Moore, now in the 

Premier League with Bourne-
mouth. “I spent a lot of time in 
non-league. My path has been 
very different to a lot of players. It 
has been a very special journey.”

Moore, who at 6 ft 5 is one of 
the tallest players at the World 
Cup, began his career in 2012 
with semi-professional Truro 
City in the sixth level of english 
football. Despite being only 20 
in a physically demanding and 
unforgiving league, he scored 
13 goals in 22 games.

“he was a specimen. he 

was ripped, he worked in a gym 
at the time and he was in unbe-
lievable shape,” former Truro 
team-mate Stewart Yetton told 
FIFA+. “It’s easy to get bullied 
at that level but he was physi-
cally dominating at that age. 
It’s quite easy for some talented 
youngsters to believe their own 
hype but he wasn’t like that, he 
was very grounded.

“he was someone who 
would get his head down, listen 
and work hard. You could see 
that was ingrained in him. You 

need a bit of luck in football but 
I’m not surprised by where he 
is now, he had something a lit-
tle bit different.”

Moore’s performances for 
Truro and then Dorchester 
Town led to him climbing four 
divisions up the football pyra-
mid to sign for Yeovil Town in 
the Championship in 2013 but 
he departed in 2015. he went 
to try his luck with Viking in 
the Norwegian top flight but his 
season abroad was a disappoint-
ment and soon he was back in 
non-professional football.

“Before that point of re-
turning, I was thinking, ‘I don’t 
really know where I go from 
here.’ I knew I had to go to a 
team where I had to shine. For 
me, personally, going away and 
not experiencing great times 
and being away from my fam-
ily, it re-lit the fire in my belly 
that I wanted to get everything 
out of football,” Moore told 
Wales Online. (Fifa.com)

Kieffer Moore of Wales.

STATS Perform/dPA

WALeS captain Gareth Bale is 
right where he wants to be 
ahead of leading his country 
into their second ever World 
Cup campaign.

Rob Page’s team face the 
United States on Monday in 
what is Wales’ first World Cup 
match since a quarter-final loss 
to Brazil in 1958.

Brazil great Pele scored his 
first goal for the Selecao in that 
match, becoming the competi-
tion’s youngest goalscorer (17 
years and 239 days) - a record 
that stands heading into the 
2022 edition of the tourna-
ment.

Bale comes into the World 
Cup on the back of coming off 
the bench to net Los Angeles 
FC’s extra-time equaliser in 
the MLS Cup, which finished 
3-3 against the Philadelphia 
Union, with LAFC winning on 
penalties.

After that match in Octo-
ber, the former Real Madrid 
forward revealed he was still 
not at 100 per cent fitness, 
though at a press conference in 
Doha on Sunday, Bale put any 
concerns over his condition to 
bed.

“I’m right where I want to 
be, I’m here,” he said. “It’s the 
night before the first game and 
I’m ready to go.

“We’ve all been training 
hard the last week, adapting to 
the heat, the time zones and we 
have no excuses now - we’ve 
put all the hard work in and 
now it’s game time.

“hopefully we can step up 
and deliver what needs to be 
delivered.” Bale is Wales’ re-
cord goalscorer in major inter-
national tournaments, having 
played a big part in his side’s 
run to the semi-finals of 
euro 2016 and the 
last 16 of euro 
2020, when he 
c a p t a i n e d 
the team.

“It’s 

an incredible feeling, one 
as a kid you dream of, but 
to actually be in the team 
that achieves it is an hon-

our to do it for our 
country,” Bale said 

of playing at a 
World Cup.

“It’s going 
to be a fun 

time for 
us, one 
we want 
to enjoy 

and have 
fun like 

we always 
do as a na-

tional team.
“We’re in 

our own lit-
tle bubble here, 

but we get sent 
links and videos 

in our WhatsApp 
group of what’s going 

on back home.
“We can see 

the tensions build-
ing. They’re 

wearing their 
bucket hats 

more and the shirts are out. 
We can feel the love and we’re 
going to try to do them proud. 
We’re doing it for our country.

“every World Cup [I’ve 
seen], there’s never been a 
Wales flag. For the youngsters 
now, to have Wales in the 
World Cup will be an incredible 
experience to have.” Bale’s sen-
timent was echoed by manage 
Page, who said: “I’ve spent the 
last week with them. They’re 
ready, absolutely ready, I won’t 
need to fire them up.

“We’ve got a gameplan, 
we’ve done a lot of analysis. 
They’ve waited a long time for 
it. It’s been a difficult process to 
get here, with the emotions we 
had to manage in the Ukraine 
[play-off] game.

“I thought the lads showed 
true class on that day as well, 
showed they can manage emo-
tions - it’ll be no different.” 

Page also confirmed influ-
ential midfielder Joe Allen, a 
major fitness doubt ahead of 
the tournament, will play no 
part against the US after failing 
to fully recover from a ham-
string injury.

I’m right where I want to be, I’m here. I’m ready to go, says the star

Bale right where he wants 
to Be ahead of wales’  
historic world cup return

Wales’ forward Gareth Bale attends a press conference at the Qatar 
National Convention Center (QNCC) in Doha on Sunday, on the eve of 
the FIFA World Qatar 2022 match between the USA and Wales. (AFP)

USA’s forward Christian Pulisic (C) takes part in a training session  
at the Al Gharafa Training Site on Saturday. (AFP)

USA’s Christian Pulisic (L) and DeAndre Yedlin (R) stand on the 
ground during a familiarization visit at the Ahmad Bin Ali Stadium, 
ahead of their FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 opening clash against 
Wales on Monday. (AFP)

USA’s aim is to 
fight to win the 
World Cup: Pulisic

Christian Pulisic dis-
cusses how having 
players at big Europe-
an clubs has benefit-

ted USA, their supporters and 
targets for Qatar 2022

Don’t count Christian Pulisic 
among the masses expecta-
tion-shrinking. Pressure, after 
all, is something this kid from 
Hershey relishes.
As an 11-year-old, he had a 
trial at Chelsea. He moved to 
Germany at 15. He made his 
USA debut at 17. He captained 
his country at just 20. He has 
welcomed comparisons to 
Luis Figo and Eden Hazard, 
and being tipped to outrank 
Landon Donovan and become 
the greatest American player of 
all time. Being called ‘Captain 
America’ and ‘The Lebron 
James of Soccer’ is something 
that makes him swell with 
pride rather than tremble with 
fear.
Naturally then, Pulisic is shoot-
ing for the stars at the FIFA 
World Cup Qatar 2022. 
He spoke to FIFA+ about USA’s 
targets, the coaching of Gregg 
Berhalter and the supporters.

After missing out on Russia 
2018, how motivated were 
you to make it to Qatar 2022?
Christian Pulisic: I was moti-
vated the first time around (for 
2018). But missing that World 
Cup gave me a little bit of an 
extra push, remembering that 
moment, just missing out, be-
ing so close. It definitely gave 
me some motivation to make 
sure we did the job this time 
round. We got the job done, 
it was a big accomplishment. 
Now we’re really excited for the 
World Cup.

So too are the US supporters. 
What are the American Out-
laws and the other fans like?
The American Outlaws and all 
the other US supporters have 
been fantastic. Especially the 
ones who travel… they want 
to be with us throughout this 
whole process, they trust us. 
They mean a lot and they help 
the sport grow in America as 
well.

What’s Gregg Berhalter like 
as a coach?
Gregg is a really good player-
coach. The guys really want 
to play for him, push for him, 
work hard and play hard as a 
team. I think he does a really 

good job of motivating the play-
ers. In that sense I think he 
does a great job. He creates a 
really good environment for us 
to want to go out to compete 
and win together.

How much of an advantage 
is it to have so many players 
based at big European clubs 
such as Arsenal, Borussia 
Dortmund, Chelsea, Juventus 
and Milan?
It’s great to have so many guys 
playing at the highest level in 
Europe. Look at where we’re at 
as a country now. You compare 
that to a couple of years ago. 
We have a bunch of players at 
top clubs. That’s only going to 
make us better and make our 
team stronger.

USA have one of the youngest 
squads at Qatar 2022. What 
do you think of this?
I think it’s a positive. We have 
a lot of hungry players who re-
ally just want to push and get 
better. Most of us have grown 
up together and played in the 
youth national teams. We know 
each other well. I think it’s a 
really good balance.

What is USA’s aim at Qatar 
2022?
The team’s aims are to go and 
compete with the best teams 
in the world and to fight to 
win the tournament. It’s never 
going to be easy of course, 
but I think if we play the way 

 We’ve all been 
training the last week, adapt-
ing to the time zones and we 
have no excuses now - we’ve 
put all the hard work and 
now it’s game time.

Gareth Bale

Wales are playing in the 
World Cup finals for the first 
time in 64 years, while the 
U.S. return after failing to 
qualify for the 2018 edition.

The last time Wales played in 
the World Cup, in 1958, they 
reached the quarter-finals, 
suffering a 1-0 defeat to 
eventual champions Brazil as 
Pele scored the winner.

The U.S. reached the final 16 
in their last appearance in 
2014, suffering a 2-1 defeat 
to Belgium.

Wales qualified for the Qatar 
World Cup beating Ukraine 
1-0 in a playoff final after a 
2-1 victory over Austria in the 
last four. 

 Stat Facts

Group B: uSA vS WAleS (10pm) AhmAd Bin Ali StAdium



Neves: Ronaldo will  
be ‘phenomenal’

No controversy in 
dressing room, 
insists Neves

Portugal’s forward Cristiano  
Ronaldo (R) and Portugal’s  
defender Ruben Dias take 
part in a training session at 
Shahaniya Sports Club in Al 
Samriya, on Sunday. (AFP)

Japan put German friendships in deep freeze
Agencies

Eight of Japan’s FiFA World 
Cup Qatar 2022 squad play in 
the Bundesliga but forward Rit-
su Doan said that friendships 
are on hold when they meet 
germany in their opening game 
in Qatar.

Japan start their group E 
campaign against the germans 
on Wednesday and both teams 
are likely to come up against 
some familiar faces from their 
club sides.

Doan could square off 
against Freiburg teammates 
Matthias ginter and Christian 
gunter, while Japan’s Eintra-
cht Frankfurt forward Daichi 
Kamada could be reunited with 
Mario gotze and Kevin trapp.

Doan, who joined Freiburg 
from PSV Eindhoven in the 
summer, said relationships will 
go out the window when they 
step onto the pitch in Doha.

“i don’t contact them when 
i’m here. i spoke with them be-
fore i left germany,” said the 
24-year-old.

“Of course i’m happy to 
play against them but we’re not 
friends any more until the new 
year. i will give everything for 
my country.” Doan believes Ja-
pan have “a big chance” of pro-
gressing from a tough group 
E that also includes Spain and 
Costa Rica.

he thinks inside knowledge 

can give them the edge over 
germany, and teammate Yuto 
Nagatomo said the Bundesliga-
based players have not been 
slow to share their information.

“You don’t even have to ask 
- in the canteen or on the bus, 
you’re getting information from 
everywhere,” said Nagatomo.

“i’ve seen a lot of videos, so 

many that i don’t even need to 
watch any more because it’s all 
there in my head.” Kamada has 
emerged as a key player for Ja-
pan in recent months and has 
burnished his reputation with 
Frankfurt, scoring seven league 
goals this season.

Doan described his team-
mate as “an important player” 

and said Japan have no reason to 
feel inferior against the germans.

“germany have many play-
ers from Bayern, and we play 
against Bayern, so i know the 
individual quality from them,” 
said Doan. “Of course everyone 
knows they are good but i think 
we should play with confidence 
and believe in ourselves.”

Japanese player Ritsu Doan, who play in the Bundesliga, could square off against his Freiburg teammates 
Matthias Ginter and Christian Gunter when Japan meet Germany in their opening game in Qatar.

Rooney snubs Ronaldo 
in favour of Messi, Kane

Agencies

FORMER England forward 
Wayne Rooney was quizzed on 
how he would manage Lionel 
Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo and 
harry Kane if he were mak-
ing an all-star squad call for 
the current World Cup, and 
ultimately decided to leave out 
his former Manchester United 
team-mate.

“that’s a tough one... i’d 
have to start Messi, i’d bench 
Kane and leave Ronaldo out,” 
he said on JioCinema. “he’s 
not playing for his club, so...”

this is the first time 
Rooney spoke on television 
after Ronaldo’s explosive 
interview to Piers Morgan, 
where he had castigated his 
former Manchester United 
teammates gary Neville and 
Wayne Rooney.

While Rooney had criti-
cised Ronaldo’s attitude after 
Man United’s game against 
tottenham hotspur where he 
left the dugout before full-
time, which received a fiery 
response from the Portuguese, 
in his interview.

“i don’t know why he 
criticises me so badly... prob-
ably because he finished his 
career and i’m still playing at 
high level,” Ronaldo said in an 
interview with the Sun.

Rooney is England’s high-
est international goalscorer 
so far, with 53 goals. For the 
FiFA World Cup 2022, the 
former Manchester United 
forward is one of the three 
pundits on Sports18, along-
side Robert Pires and Sol 
Campbell.

On the opening day of the 
pre-match show, Rooney was 
asked the unnerving question 
to pick and choose between 
Messi, Kane and Ronaldo.

After a grin, the 37-year-
old replied that he would start 
the Argentine, bench the tot-
tenham hotspur striker and 
drop his former teammate 
at the Old trafford stadium, 
Cristiano Ronaldo.

Ex-England striker Wayne Rooney 
says he would start Messi, drop 
Ronaldo and bench Kane
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CRiStiANO Ronaldo will be “phenome-
nal” at the World Cup as long as Portugal 
meet expectations as a collective, accord-
ing to his teammate Ruben Neves.

Ronaldo has been at the centre of a 
media storm over the past week after he 
took part in an astonishing interview with 
broadcaster Piers Morgan.

During the one-on-one, Ronaldo was 
largely scathing of Manchester United, 
criticising the board, young players and 
manager, Erik ten hag.

United confirmed on thursday they 
have dealt with the matter, though they 
did not disclose what punishment had 
been handed out to Ronaldo.

he was then reported as being ill 
when absent for Portugal’s pre-World 
Cup friendly with Nigeria on thursday, 
but he returned to training two days later.

Despite the hysteria surrounding the 
37-year-old, Neves insists Portugal - and 
Ronaldo - are looking good ahead of their 
World Cup opener against ghana on 
thursday.

“From what i’ve seen in training, he’s 
in great shape,” Neves told reporters at 
Portugal’s training base.

“[Ronaldo’s interview] is not at all a 
subject that concerns us. We know per-
fectly well that our collective must work 
very well to highlight individuals.

“And with Cristiano it’s no different. 
if we’re good, we know that Cristiano is 
going to be phenomenal.” After Ronaldo 
joined up with the Portugal squad in the 
wake of his controversial interview, a vid-
eo of him greeting his United colleague 
Bruno Fernandes was perceived to depict 
some hostility from the latter.

the clip turned out to be from a longer 
video published by the Portuguese Foot-
ball Federation (FPF), with Fernandes 
adamant they were sharing a joke that 
had been misconstrued.

Neves supported this claim, dismiss-
ing the idea of controversy entering the 
dressing room.

“there is no controversy in the locker 
room,” he continued. “it is impossible for 
us to discuss these controversies since 
they do not exist in the locker room.

“these are more controversies out-
side and on social media rather than in 
the locker room.

“Everything has been said. We are 
100 per cent focused on the World Cup. 
We have a great atmosphere in the team, 
we are concentrating on that.”

Fernandes says he 
has no problem with 
team-mate Ronaldo

sTATs Perform/dPA
Berlin 

BRUNO Fernandes says he has 
“no problem” with Cristiano 
Ronaldo following his Man-
chester United and Portugal 
team-mate’s explosive inter-
view.

Ronaldo told talktV he felt 
betrayed by United and spoke 
of how his relationship with 
manager Erik ten hag has bro-
ken down, also criticizing club 
owners the glazer family.

Footage emerged of Fer-
nandes seemingly giving Ron-
aldo a frosty reception when 
they reported for international 
duty ahead of the World Cup in 
Qatar this week.

United defender Raphael 
Varane stated that the Ronaldo 
saga had “obviously affected” 
the club.

Yet Fernandes says he has 
no issue with the forward as 
Portugal prepare to face ghana 
in their first match of the tour-
nament next thursday.

the midfielder told Sky 
Sports: “i didn’t read the inter-
view so i’m okay with that. As i 
said before, now (the focus) is 
the national team, it’s Portugal.

“You don’t have many 
chances to play a World Cup - 
Cristiano did really well playing 
five times, this will be his fifth 
time - so everyone is ready for 
that, everyone wants to give 
their best for the team.” Fer-
nandes added: “this is the na-
tional team, Manchester Unit-
ed will be my focus after the 
World Cup.” “i have no prob-
lem with anyone. i’ll do my job. 
You have to control yourself, 
give your best and that’s it.”

Portugal’s midfielder Bruno Fernandes (L) takes part in a training  
session at Shahaniya Sports Club in Al Samriya. (AFP)

Man United start ‘appropriate 
steps’ after Ronaldo interview

PA mediA/dPA
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MANChEStER United have 
“initiated appropriate steps” 
following Cristiano Ronaldo’s 
explosive interview with Piers 
Morgan which has left his fu-
ture at the club in doubt.

the second part of the 
90-minute interview aired on 
talktV on thursday evening. 
Ronaldo used his conversation 
with Morgan to say he does not 
respect United manager Erik 
ten hag and to claim that sen-
ior figures at the club are trying 
to force him out of Old trafford.

A club statement on Fri-
day said: “Manchester United 
has this morning initiated ap-
propriate steps in response 
to Cristiano Ronaldo’s recent 
media interview. We will not 
be making further comment 
until this process reaches its  
conclusion.” 

Legal experts have said 
Ronaldo’s unauthorized in-
terview, released as top-flight 
football goes on hiatus for the 
World Cup, is likely to consti-
tute a breach of contract, which 
could allow United the op-
tion of cancelling his contract 
should they so wish.



FIFA eArns record $7.5 bn 
revenue For QAtAr Wc
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Bringing balance and 
lived experience to the bein 
SPOrTS MAX studios this 
weekend, football legends 
ruud gullit and nigel De Jong 
provided a passionate expla-
nation as to why they believe 
Qatar deserves to host the on-
going FiFA World Cup Qatar 

2022 and dismissed persistent 
claims that the country lacks 
love for the beautiful game. 

During Saturday night’s 
World Cup Welcome show, 
the two former netherlands 
internationals were asked 
by bein SPOrTS presenter 
richard Keys about Qatar’s 
hosting merits ahead of Sun-
day’s opening match between 
the gulf state and Ecuador. 

De Jong, a tough-tackling 
midfielder who played in the 
World Cup final against Spain 
in 2010, has been based in Qa-
tar since 2018 when he moved 
to the Qatari Stars League 
(QSL) and said he has noticed 
an evolution of the sports cul-
ture in his five years in the 
Emirate.

“They have the culture here 
and when i was playing, you 

could sense, especially with 
the locals, that they are really 
interested in sports and want 
to do well in sports,” said De 
Jong, who played for Al Ahli 
and Al Shahania following a 
decorated career that included 
silverware-laden spells with 
Ajax and Manchester City. 

“When i came here, i have 
to be honest, i also had my 
doubts about the country, but 
i opened myself up, in the 
sense of, whether i am will-
ing to understand the culture. 

Am i willing to understand the 
sporting culture that exists 
here? For me, to see that and 
see the next five years of devel-
opment country- and sports-
wise – and also football-wise 
– has been a massive journey.”

gullit, a two-time Euro-
pean Cup winner with AC 
Milan and winner of the 1988 
European with Holland, has 
worked at bein for 10 years 
as an in-studio analyst. When 
asked by Keys if Qatar de-
serves to host the World Cup, 
the Dutchman was unequivo-
cal. 

“The World Cup is for the 
world so if you only do it in 
Europe, it is not a World Cup 
anymore. They said the same 
thing when South Africa got 
it and they had a wonderful 
tournament. it has also been 
in Asia – Japan and South 
Korea. There are always is-
sues at certain tournaments,” 
said gullit, who led a bid for 
Belgium and the netherlands 
to host the 2018 World Cup 
that was eventually awarded 
to russia.

“Everybody deserves a 
World Cup. The only thing Qa-
tar can do now is just show how 
wonderful this tournament is 
going to be and then it will all 
be over. i have been here and 
a lot of things have changed in 
this country. Every country in 
the world has issues and every 
country tries to be better.”

De Jong, after highlight-
ing the footballing culture and 
infrastructure that has been 
developed in Qatar over the 

past decade – which includes 
the first-class, globally lauded 
Aspire Academy – urged crit-
ics to do what he did: educate 
themselves before passing 
comment.

“The [Asian Cup] win that 
Qatar had in 2019 gave a mas-
sive boost,” he said. “They also 
have a fantastic academy here 
called the Aspire Academy 
where they develop young tal-
ents into the national team. 
Many stars from around the 
world also come here for their 
rehab when they are injured. 
The main issue that we have 
right now is communication – 
and also the willingness to un-
derstand each other’s cultures. 

“if you are not a world trav-
eller, you have a closed mind-
set. You are in a bubble in the 
UK or Belgium or germany or 
whatever. You are closed off, 
so you only understand the 
Western and European mind-
set. You have to open yourself 
up and then you can have a 
discussion about whether you 
like it: Yes or no. But at least 
see it, experience it, then make 
your mind up.” 

gullit and De Jong are just 
two of the star-studded line-
up of pundits providing expert 
analysis for bein SPOrTS 
during the FiFA World Cup 
Qatar 2022. As the tourna-
ment’s official broadcaster in 
24 countries across MEnA 
and France, bein is playing a 
central role in showcasing Qa-
tar and its historic tournament 
throughout the month-long 
showcase.

Agencies
Doha

FiFA has earned an unprec-
edented $7.5bn in revenue 
through four years of com-
mercial deals tied to the 2022 
World Cup in Qatar, the gov-
erning body of football says.

The earnings, which FiFA 
revealed on Sunday to offi-
cials from more than 200 of 
its member nations, are $1 bn 
more than what the organisa-
tion pulled in from the previous 
World Cup cycle leading up to 
the 2018 event in russia.

The extra income was 
buoyed by commercial deals 
with this year’s hosts. Qatar En-
ergy joined as a top-tier spon-
sor, and new third-tier spon-
sors include Qatari bank QnB 
and telecommunications firm 

Ooredoo. FiFA also added sec-
ond-tier sponsor deals this year 
from financial platform crypto.
com and blockchain provider 
Algorand, its first new Ameri-
can sponsor in more than a 
decade.

Key broadcast deals for 
this year’s World Cup 
were signed dur-
ing Sepp Blatter’s 
presidency in 
two-tournament 
deals for the 
russia and Qa-
tar events. They 
included deals 
with Fox in the 
United States and 
Qatari broadcaster 
Bein Sports from 2011.

FiFA pays for host coun-
tries’ organising committees, 
prize money, travel and ac-

commodation for teams and 
support staff. it also pays for a 
legacy fund to help develop the 
sport in the host country after 
the World Cup circus has left 
town.

The winners of the Qatar 
World Cup will receive 

$44 million out of a 
total prize pot of 

$440 million.
FiFA or-

ganises its 
accounts in 
four-year cy-
cles around 
each World 

Cup. For the 
2015-18 cycle 

leading up to the 
russia World Cup, the 

governing body brought in $6.4 
bn. it has used that cash to help 
member bodies through uncer-

tainty in 2020 when national 
team football and World Cup 
qualifying games were almost 
entirely shut down.

The organisation’s revenues 
are likely to approach $10 bn 
for the next four years, thanks 
to a new financial strategy for 
women’s football and the ex-
panded 2026 World Cup in the 
US, Canada and Mexico, which 
will see 48 teams compete for 
the first time, up from the pre-
sent 32.

FiFA has an almost blank 
slate for the 2026 edition with 
top-tier sponsors Coca-Cola, 
Adidas and Wanda the only 
deals currently extended. Sepa-
rate sponsor deals for women’s 
football are being signed for the 
2023 World Cup in Australia 
and new Zealand. (aljazeera.
com)

FIFA chief Gianni Infantino at a press conference in Doha on Saturday. On Sunday, FIFA revealed that it had earned a record $7.5 billion in earnings 
during the current World Cup cycle. (aFP)

dpA
abu Dhabi 

FOrMULA One world cham-
pion Max Verstappen finished 
his superb year with a victory at 
the season-ending Abu Dhabi 
grand Prix on Sunday.

The Dutchman beat Charles 
Leclerc of Ferrari, who started 
the season as a possible title 
contender.

The Monegasque, however, 
had to settle for the runner-up 
position in the standings, which 
he secured in Abu Dhabi by fin-
ishing ahead of Verstappen’s 
team-mate Sergio Perez, who 
completed the podium in third.

Leclerc’s result and Carlos 
Sainz in the other Ferrari in 
fourth secured second place in 
the constructors’ standings for 
the famed italian team.

Verstappen held on to his 
lead at the start despite initial 
pressure from Perez and was 
quick to open a comfortable gap 
at the front, not being bothered 
for the rest of the race.

“Was a good race, all about 
tyre management. incredible to 
win again here and 15th win of 
the season,” said Verstappen, 
who had already secured the re-
cord for most F1 wins in one sea-
son at the Mexican grand Prix.

“it’s been really enjoyable to 
achieve something like this this 
year, i know it will be hard to 
replicate but it is good motiva-
tion to try and do the same next 
year,” he said.

Perez, meanwhile, was left 
to battle with Leclerc, who put 
up an incredible performance 
to complete the race with a one-
stop strategy, while the red Bull 
man pitted twice.

“i knew the only way to beat 
Checo was with a different strat-
egy. i really hope next year we 
can do a step forward to fight 
for the championship,” Leclerc 
said, calling his effort “a perfect 
race.” 

He started the year leading 
a Ferrari one-two in the opener 
Bahrain grand Prix, but saw his 
season jeopardized due to sev-

eral mistakes by his team and 
reliability issues with the car.

The day was marked by 
the farewell of four-time world 
champion Sebastian Vettel, who 
announced his retirement earli-
er this year. The german driver 
finished 10th and in the points 
with his Aston Martin.

“i’m sure i’m going to miss 
this more than i can think of. i 
don’t have much more to say, i 
feel empty, it’s been a big week-
end,” Vettel said.

“These last two years have 
been disappointing to me from 
a sporting point of view but big 
for me in my life,” he added.

Drivers paid tribute to Vet-
tel throughout the race week-
end, which included a guard of 
honour before the race. 

Eight-time world champi-
ons Mercedes ended a disap-
pointing season with frustrating 
race. While george russell was 
fifth after receiving a five-sec-
ond penalty for an incident in 
the pits, Lewis Hamilton had to 
retire with two laps to go due to 
technical issues.

Verstappen 
ends superb F1 
year with win at 
Abu Dhabi GP

Max Verstappen

 
FIFA 
sees 

revenue 
boost

World Cup finalist De Jong, 
who played in Qatari Stars 
League, says Western critics 
must step out of their 
bubble and experience the 
country for themselves

Vettel’s last 
F1 race
The day was marked by the 
farewell of four-time world 
champion Sebastian Vettel, 
who announced his 
retirement earlier this year. 
The German driver finished 
10th and in the points with 
his aston Martin

 Football legends Ruud Gullit (centre) and Nigel De Jong (right)

De Jong and Gullit 
laud Qatar’s sporting 
culture, growing 
football infrastructure



‘The hot phase starts now’: Germany excited ahead of their kick-off
dpa

Al ShAmAl

Germany only start their 
World Cup campaign on 
Wednesday against Japan, but 
the team can already feel the 
excitement ahead of the open-
ing ceremony in Qatar on Sat-
urday.

“you can hardly wait for it 
to start. We’re all a bit more 
tense,” winger Serge Gna-
bry told a news conference. 
“We’re very excited.” 

Defender Thilo Kehrer 
echoed the remarks of his 
team-mate: “you can feel the 
tension. The hot phase starts 
now.” 

Gnabry said the intensity 
of the training sessions, which 
have been mostly held with-
out the presence of the media, 
is now even higher amid a 

fierce battle for a spot in the 
starting line-up.

“The preparation has been 
good. I hope we can go into 
our first game with a lot of 

energy,” the Bayern munich 
winger said.

Gnabry is expected to have 
a place among the 11 players 
to start the game against Ja-

pan, while Kehrer is an option 
for the right-back position.

“I trust him (coach Hansi 
Flick) a lot. We’ve known each 
other for ages and he knows 

what he has in me,” Gnabry 
said, but stressing “I have no 
idea who will be on the pitch 
on Wednesday.”

Germany’s forward Serge Gnabry
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‘Cruel blow’ as Martin boyle leaves australia’s squad
pa Media/dpa

london 

HIBernIan winger mar-
tin Boyle will miss australia’s 
World Cup campaign due to a 
knee injury.

Boyle sat out Hibs’ final 
three games before the World 
Cup break with the problem but 
had hoped to be available in Qa-
tar.

australia confirmed on Sun-
day, however, that he has with-
drawn from the squad.

melbourne City winger 
marco Tilio has been called up 
to replace Boyle ahead of the 
Socceroos’ opening World Cup 

fixture against France on Tues-
day.

Head coach Graham arnold 
told australia’s website: “We all 
feel for martin and it is a cruel 
blow for him on the eve of the 
World Cup.

“He has been an integral 
part of our journey to get to 
Qatar and we thank him for 
everything he has given the Soc-
ceroos during this campaign.

“We also thank his club, who 
have done everything possible 
from their end to try and help. 
He will be back and we can’t 
wait to see him in the green and 
gold again next year.”

Australia’s forward Martin Boyle 
(L) talks with Australia’s defender 
Milos Degenek as they attend 
a training session at the Aspire 
Academy in Doha on Sunday. (AFP)

agencies
dohA

FranCe striker Karim Ben-
zema has been ruled out of the 
FIFa World Cup Qatar 2022 af-
ter picking up a thigh injury in 
training.

The news is a huge blow 
to the holders, who had been 
hoping the real madrid striker 
would be able to cap a dazzling 
year in which he fired real 
madrid to glory in the UeFa 
Champions League and La Liga.

Benzema wrote on Insta-
gram: “In my life I have never 
given up but tonight I have to 
think about the team, as I have 
always done, so reason tells me 
to leave my place to someone 
who can help our group make a 
good World Cup. Thank you for 

all your messages of support.”
The 34-year-old has been 

struggling with injuries this 
season and yesterday’s train-
ing was the first full session in 
which he had taken part since 
joining up with Les Bleus’ 
squad.

Coach Didier Deschamps 
expressed his disappointment 
at this latest injury blow, hav-
ing already lost key men such 
as Paul Pogba and ngolo Kante.

“I am extremely sad for 
Karim who made this World 
Cup a major goal,” Deschamps 
said. “Despite this new setback, 
I have full confidence in my 
group. We will do everything 
to meet the immense challenge 
that awaits us.”

The French Football Fed-
eration said: “The whole team 

shares Karim’s sadness and 
wishes him a speedy recovery.”

It said an mrI scan con-
firmed the injury, which re-
quires “a three-week recovery 
period”.

Deschamps told French tel-
evision network TF1 on Sunday 
that he would not be naming a 
replacement for Benzema.

France play australia on 
22 november, Denmark on 26 
november and Tunisia on 30 
november in Group D.

The 2018 World Cup win-
ners have lost several key play-
ers through injury.

midfielders Paul Pogba 
and n’Golo Kante were not in-
cluded in the original 26-man 
squad.

Defender Presnel Kimpem-
be withdrew on monday af-

ter failing to recover from a 
hamstring problem - he was 
replaced by axel Disasi - and 
on Wednesday forward Chris-
topher nkunku was ruled out 
after limping out of training. 
randal Kolo muani was called 
up as a replacement.

Defender raphael Varane 
is aiming to be fit after missing 
manchester United’s past five 
matches.

United forward anthony 
martial is an option to replace 
Benzema, who had been strug-
gling with a thigh problem 
since October and has played 
less than half an hour in real’s 
past six games.

Saturday’s was his first 
full training session since the 
World Cup squad came togeth-
er last week.

Deschamps disappointed, having already lost Paul Pogba and Ngolo Kante

France’s forward Karim Benzema (C) with France’s defender Raphael Varane during a training session next to France;s head coach Guy Stephan (L) 
at the Jassim Bin Hamad Stadium in Doha on Saturday. (AFP)

Thigh injury rules ouT 
France sTar Benzema

‘Big blow,’ but France 
opt against replacing 

injured Benzema
sTaTs perforM/dpa

FranCe will not call up a 
replacement for Karim Ben-
zema after the Ballon d’Or 
winner was ruled out of the 
World Cup with a thigh in-
jury, head coach Didier Des-
champs has confirmed.

Deschamps’ side are 
looking to become the first 
team to retain the trophy 
since Brazil in 1962, but 
they have suffered several 
injury blows ahead of the 
tournament in Qatar.

Having already seen 
midfielders Paul Pogba 
and n’Golo Kante ruled 
out, France lost Presnel 
Kimpembe and Christopher 
nkunku after naming their 
26-man squad for the com-
petition, but the most se-
vere blow was still to come 
as Benzema was forced to 
leave their camp after fail-
ing to complete Saturday’s 
training session.  

With Benzema facing 
three weeks on the sidelines, 
reports suggested France 
would decide whether to 
call up another attacker on 
Sunday, but Deschamps is 
content with his existing op-
tions.  

“It’s obviously a big 
blow. Karim had done eve-
rything, so had we. He was 
in the session and with an 
almost innocuous gesture, 
he felt muscle pain on the 
other leg,” Deschamps told 
Telefoot.

“The exams unfortu-
nately confirmed too much 
damage compared to the 
deadlines that await us.  

“Will he be replaced? 
no. We have seven to eight 
attacking players.” 

alongside 2018 World 
Cup winners Kylian mbap-
pe, antoine Griezmann, Ol-
ivier Giroud and Ousmane 
Dembele, France can call 
upon Kingsley Coman, ran-
dal Kolo muani and marcus 
Thuram as attacking op-
tions.

Benzema has endured 
a frustrating season, miss-

ing several of real ma-
drid’s games after sus-
taining a knee injury in 
September before being 
plagued by muscle fatigue 
in the build-up to the World 
Cup.

Deschamps insists 
France’s medical staff 
should not shoulder the 
blame for his latest injury, 
adding: “I know that you are 
looking for controversy, but 
everything has been done 
[for Benzema to be fit].

“We had already lost 
Christopher, but we have a 
goal, the group knows very 
well what awaits us. We 
have a quality group. I am 
convinced of it, I have con-
fidence in them.” 

Deschamps offered a 
more positive update on the 
fitness of raphael Varane, 
saying the manchester Unit-
ed defender “will be avail-
able” for Tuesday’s Group D 
opener against australia.

Varane had been a 
doubt for the tournament 
after suffering a leg injury 
in the red Devils’ Premier 
League draw with Chelsea 
last month, but he com-
pleted his first collective 
training session since meet-
ing up with Les Bleus on  
Saturday. 

Germany’s coach Hans-Dieter Flick (C) speaks to his players during a training session at Al Shamal Stadium in Al Shamal, (AFP)

It’s obviously a big blow. 
Karim had done 
everything, so had we. 
He was in the session 
and with an almost 
innocuous gesture, he 
felt muscle pain on the 
other leg. The exams 
unfortunately confirmed 
too much damage 
compared to the 
deadlines that await us. 
Will he be replaced? No. 
We have seven to eight 
attacking players.
Head coach Didier 
Deschamps

Boyle sat out Hibs’ final 
three games before the 
World Cup break


