
Qatar to meet United Arab Emirates in International 
U23 Friendly Championship opener tonight
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PORTUGUESE coach Bruno 
Miguel Pinheiro, coach of the 
Qatar Olympic football team, 
says that the national Olym-
pic team will make gain great 
gains during its participation in 
the International U23 Friendly 
Championship for Asian teams 
which kicks off  across Qatar’s 
stadiums from Wednesday.

Qatar’s young stars will 
meet United Aran Emirates 
(UAE) in the opening match at 
the Abdullah Bin Khalifa Sta-
dium at 10pm on Wednesday. 
The tournament will be held 
from March 22-28.

Competing in a regional 
roundhouse, Qatar will con-
tend alongside the likes of Sau-
di Arabia, Kuwait, Oman, Iraq, 
United Arab Emirates, Thai-
land, Kyrgyzstan, South Korea 
and Vietnam. 

Addressing a pre-match 
media briefing, Pinheiro said, 
that the tournament is a great 
opportunity to prepare the 
team for the upcoming Asian 
Cup finals, pointing out that 
there are many new players 
whose abilities will be judged 
during the matches.

Pinheiro, who led the Qa-
tari Olympic team to the WAFF 
Championship runners-up fin-
ish last November, said, “We 
are waiting for the best from all 
players and we are looking for 
the best preparation to ensure 
that we reach the required fit-
ness. We have undergone some 
preliminary preparations dur-
ing the past days, and we will 
try to make the most of it.” 

UAE’s Spanish coch Denis 
Silva said that he also wants 
his players to make most of the 
opportunity to gain experience 
during the competitions with 
the presence of 10 new players 
in the team. 

For his part, Saad Al Shehri, 
coach of the Saudi national 
U23 team, said the tournament 
provides players the chance 
to to play with several teams, 
thanking the Qatar Football 
Association (QFA) for hosting 
the tournament.

The coach, who led the 
Saudi national team to the 
West Asian Championship ti-
tle, said, “Our goals are clear 
in this preparatory tourna-

ment, centered on implement-
ing the programme that was 
set by Saudi federation, and 
we look forward to exploring 
more players and giving the 
opportunity to some new faces 
against Thailand tomorrow will 
undoubtedly be difficult. Es-
pecially since it is a good team 
and has a distinguished group 
of talented players.”

He stressed that the Saudi 
national team’s winning of the 
last Asian championship bears 
a greater responsibility and the 
group is moving step by step 
and that there as also a need to 
pump new blood at this stage 
to maintain the quality of the 
team.

Issara Sariharu, coach of 
the Thailand national team, 
stated that he is looking at 
good competition with some 
of the best teams in the conti-
nent in this age group. He said: 
“We are here to develop and 
improve the performance of 
the Thai national team, and we 
want to stand at the level of all 
players.” 

Portuguese coach Emilio 
Peixe of Kuwait U23 team ex-
pects the competition to be 
strong in view of the strength of 
the participating teams. “What 
matters is developing the play-
ers’ performance and level in 

order to enter strongly into the 
next stage,” he said.

In the same context, Kyr-
gyzstan coach Letsim Maxim 
said that participation will be 
important for his national team 
after the promotion of a num-
ber of new players from the 
youth team.

He also expressed his great 
admiration for the stadiums in 
Qatar, which is also an oppor-
tunity for his team to prepare 
appropriately for the upcoming 
qualifiers.

Vietnam’s French coach 
Philippe Troussier expressed 
his happiness on returning to 
Qatar again after he had pre-
viously led the first Qatari na-
tional team in 2003 and 2004, 
praising the size of the devel-
opment taking place in Qatari 
football and the impressive 
success achieved in organiz-
ing the FIFA World Cup Qatar 
2022 .

He said: “The great devel-
opment in Qatar is very re-
markable, and it has succeeded 
in organizing many interna-
tional sporting events.”

Radi Shenaishel, the coach 
of the Iraqi national team, ex-
pressed his great happiness 
in participating in the tourna-
ment, indicating that he as-
pires to make the most of this 

participation, especially in the 
presence of many strong teams, 
thanking QFA for organiz-
ing this tournament, which 
represents an opportunity to 
play many matches in perfect 
time and will help evaluate his 
team’s performance level.

The Iraq coach concluded: 
“Our goal is to prepare the Ira-
qi national team for the West 
Asian Championship next 
June, then the qualifiers for 
the Asian Cup finals, and some 
professional players will join, 
who will be a great addition to 
the team.”

Oman’s coach Akram Ha-
breesh said that the benefit will 
be great for all participating 
teams, considering that play-
ing with different styles is very 
important before entering the 
next qualifying stage.

South Korean U23 national 
team coach Son Hong Hwan 
highlighted that participation 
in this type of tournaments has 
many benefits, especially since 
this age group needs to gain ex-
perience and compete with dif-
ferent schools, pointing to the 
development of Asian football. 

QFA announced the sched-
ule to be held in three rounds, 
with the participation of Qa-
tar, Kuwait, UAE, South Ko-
rea, Thailand, Vietnam, Kyr-

gyzstan, Iraq, Sultanate of 
Oman and Saudi Arabia, where 
the first round will witness 5 
matches and the same in the 
second round, and based on 
the results of the first and sec-
ond rounds, positions will be 
determined from 1 to 10, and 
the third and final round meet-

ings will determine the final 
positions.

The Asian international 
friendly tournament comes as 
part of the teams’ preparation 
for the U-23 Asian Cup finals, 
which qualifies for the 2024 
Paris Olympics, which will be 
held in Doha.

Qatar U23 players warm up prior to a training session at the Abdullah Bin Khalifa Stadium ahead of their 
opening International U23 Friendly C’ship match against UAE on Wednesday.

Qatar U23 coach Bruno Pinheiro (left) and UAE’s U23 coach Denis Silva 
ahead of a media briefing on Tuesday.

Coaches says 
tournament will help 
players gain vaulable 

experience

Oman U23 coach Akram Habreesh. Iraq U23 coach Radi Shenaishel.

Vietnam U23 coach Philippe 
Troussier.

South Korea U23 coach Son Hong 
Hwan.

Khaled Ali, Muhammad Siraj, Osama Al Tiri, Tamim Mansour (Al Rayyan), Abdullah Al Yazidi, Abdul Rahman Rashid (Al Sadd), Abdullah Al Sulaiti, 
Jassim Jaber, Amir Hassan (Al Arabi), Abdulaziz Muhammad, Theyab Haroun, Muhammad Emad (Al Duhail), Saif Al Din Hassan, Abdullah Yousef 
(Al Gharrafa), Faisal Muhammad, Youssef Blida Al Shamal, Ellis Hamid, Abdul Rahman Muhammad Umm Salal, Muhammad Khaled (Al Wakrah), 
Ali Nader Al Khor, Ali Al Marri, Muhammad Al Mannai Muhammad Hassan (Al Markhiya).

Qatar U23 Squad

Stage set for 2022-23 Ooredoo 
Cup semi-finals on Thursday

TRIBUNE NEWS NETWORK
DOHA

AL Duhail face Al Sadd in the 
semi-final of 2022-2023 season 
Ooredoo Cup at the Qatar SC 
Stadium tomorrow. The kick-off 
is at 21:45. The face-off between 
the heavyweights is expected to 
witness great excitement.

Al Duhail made it to the 
knockout semifinals by topping 
Group B with 13 points (four 
wins and one draw). The Red 
Knights were the only unbeat-
en side in the group.

Al Arabi, Al Gharafa, Al 
Rayyan, Al Shamal and Al 
Markhiya, who finished in that 
order, were the other teams in 
Group B.

On the other hand, Al Sadd 
reached the semifinals as run-
ners-up of Group A with nine 
points (three wins and two 
losses).

Umm Salal, Al Sadd, Qatar 
SC, Al Ahli, Al Wakrah and Al 
Sailiya, who finished in that or-
der, constituted Group A.

Both teams are doing well, 
with Al Duhail leading the 
2022-2023 season QNB Stars 

League standings with 39 
points and Al Sadd occupying 
the third place with 32 points.

They both faced off recent-
ly in the league’s postponed 
match from Week 10, which 
ended in a thrilling 2-2 draw.

The match will also see a 
tactical battle between coaches 
Hernan Crespo of Al Duhail 
and Juanma of Al Sadd, who 
both are good at making the 
best use of available resources.

Both sides include a num-
ber of outstanding players.

Al Duhail have the likes of 
league top scorer Michael Ol-
unga, Almoez Ali, Nam Tae-

Hee, Ferjani Sassi and Ismail 
Mohamed.

Al Sadd rely more on their 
spearhead Baghdad Bouned-
jah, Akram Afif, Santi Cazorla 
and Hassan Al Haydous.

Umm Salal to meet Al Arabi 
Umm Salal face Al Arabi in 

the other semi-final at the Al 
Sadd Stadium. The kick-off is 
at 21:45. Umm Salal qualified 
for the knockout semifinal by 
topping Group A with 13 points 
(four wins and one draw). The 
Orange Fortress were the only 
unbeaten side in the group.

Al Sadd, Qatar SC, Al Ahli, 

Al Wakrah and Al Sailiya, who 
finished in that order, were the 
other teams in the group.

On the other hand, Al Arabi 
progressed to the semifinal as 
runners-up of Group B with 10 
points (three wins, one draw 
and a defeat).

Al Duhail, Al Arabi, Al 
Gharafa, Al Rayyan, Al Shamal 
and Al Markhiya finished in 
that order in the group.

No doubt, both coaches Ta-
lal El Karkouri of Umm Salal 
and Younes Ali of Al Arabi will 
be adopting special strategies 
for their wards to advance to 
the final.

Umm Salal and Al Arabi 
are having contrasting fortunes 
in the 2022-2023 season QNB 
Stars League.

Al Arabi are second in the 
table with 37 points, just two 
points adrift of Al Duhail, while 
Umm Salal are languishing at 
the 11th place with 13 points.

However, Ooredoo Cup is a 
different ball game altogether, 
as proved by Umm Salal while 
emerging as the Group A win-
ners. So, the game promises to 
be lively.

Thauiland U23 coach Issara 
Sariharu.

Saudi Arabia  U23 coach Saad Al 
Shehri.

Manchester City’s Belgian midfielder Kevin De Bruyne runs with the ball 
during the English FA Cup quarter-final against Burnley at the Etihad 
Stadium in Manchester, north-west England, on Saturday. (AFP)

De Bruyne named new Belgium captain
DPA

BERLIN 

MANCHESTER City midfield-
er Kevin de Bruyne has been 
apppointed Belgium captain in 
succession of Eden Hazard who 
retired from the national team 
after last year’s World Cup.

The national federation 
RBFA said on Tuesday that De 
Bruyne is set to make his de-
but as captain in Friday’s Euro 
2024 qualifier in Sweden.

Real Madrid goalkeeper 
Thibaut Courtois and Inter 

Milan striker Romelu Lukaku 
are the new vice-captains in 
the team of their new German 
coach Domenico Tedesco.

“It is a proud moment to 
be the leader of our country. 
I have played in the national 
team for a long time. It is a big 
honour for me and I hope I can 
fill the role well,” the 97-time 
capped De Bruyne said.

Belgium, who also play a 
friendly in Germany next week 
Tuesday, are aiming to rebound 
from a group stage exit at last 
year’s World Cup in Qatar.
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FIFA marks International Day for Elimination of Racial Discrimination
FIFA, the international 

football governing body, 
marked the International 

Day for the Elimination of Ra-
cial Discrimination, with this 
year’s focus being on the ur-
gency of combatting racism, 
and racial discrimination, 75 
years after the adoption of the 
Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (UDHR).

The UDHR states that eve-
ryone is entitled to all rights 
and freedoms, without dis-
tinction of any kind, such as 
race and colour, among others. 
However, racism and racial 
discrimination continue to af-
fect people all over the world.

On 18 June 2022, to coin-
cide with the International Day 
for Countering Hate Speech, 
FIFA released the findings of 
an independent report into the 
levels of online abuse aimed 
at players taking part in in-
ternational tournaments. Of 
those participating in two ma-
jor competitions in 2021 and 
2022, more than half faced 

some form of online abuse – 38 
per cent of which was catego-
rised as racist.

Ahead of the FIFA World 
Cup Qatar 2022, FIFA part-
nered with FIFPRO – the 
worldwide representative or-
ganisation for professional 
footballers – to tackle all forms 
of online abuse. As part of the 

#NoDiscrimination campaign, 
players and teams taking part 
in the tournament were de-
fended by the SMPS, which 
helped to limit the effects of so-
cial media hate.

During last year’s FIFA 
World Cup, the service scanned 
more than 20 million com-
ments, replies and mentions 

across five major platforms 
(Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, 
Twitter and YouTube). After 
two stages of review – by both 
artificial intelligence (AI) and 
humans – 19,636 posts were 
verified as abusive and were 
reported direct to the opera-
tor of the platform in question 
together with a request for fur-

ther action, with a large num-
ber removed as a direct result 
of being flagged by FIFA.

Additionally, all participating 
teams and players were offered 
access to a tool which allowed 
them to automatically and im-
mediately moderate abusive and 
offensive replies, with 286,895 
comments being hidden before 

the recipient and their followers 
could see their contents.

Former player Willian, who 
represented Brazil at a previous 
edition of the FIFA World Cup, 
also spoke about the impor-
tance of tackling online abuse. 
“When I was in Brazil a year 
ago, I was suffering a lot, and 
my family were suffering a lot 
because people started attack-
ing us on social media,” said 
the winger, who was part of the 
Seleçao’s squad in 2014 and 
2018. “That’s why I’m standing 
now with FIFA to see if you can 
stop these kind of things,”

In the coming weeks, FIFA 
and FIFPRO will release a full 
report detailing the levels of on-
line abuse during FIFA World 
Cup Qatar 2022. The SMPS 
will also be used at the upcom-
ing FIFA Women’s World Cup 
Australia & New Zealand 2023 
while FIFA said it will also con-
tinue to engage with platforms 
to ensure they limit the visibil-
ity and impact of online abuse. 
 (fifa.com)

PA MEDIA/DPA
LONDON 

PREMIER League leaders 
Arsenal will take on a Major 
League Soccer All-Stars team 
managed by Wayne Rooney on 
July 19.

The pre-season match is set 
to take place in Washington DC 
at Audi Field, the home of DC 
United, who Rooney has been 
in charge of since last summer.

Arsenal boss Mikel Arteta 
said: “It’s great that we’re play-
ing against the MLS All-Stars 
in Washington DC in July.

“Our US tour last summer 
was very good preparation for 
the season and we’re looking 
forward to once again visiting 
our amazing supporters in the 
US. The match against the MLS 
All-Stars will be a good test 
ahead of the 2023-24 season.” 

Sporting director Edu said: 
“Our match against MLS All-
Stars in July is a great opportu-
nity for Mikel and the squad to 
prepare ahead of the new sea-
son, facing a strong opposition. 
We’re currently working on our 

pre-season plans and we look 
forward to announcing further 
details soon.” 

Rooney returned to DC 
United as boss last July having 
previously played for the club 
from 2018 to 2019.

“I’ve had a front row seat to 
watch the growth and develop-
ment of Major League Soccer, 
first as a player and now as 
a manager,” Rooney told DC 
United’s website.

“The opportunity to lead 
the best our league has to offer 
against a top Premier League 
club like Arsenal will be a high-
light for me personally and an 
unforgettable experience for 
our passionate fanbase here 
in DC.” Arsenal, the current 
Premier League leaders, were 
the last English side to feature 
in the annual MLS All-Stars 
game, back in 2016 when they 
won 2-1 in San Jose.

Rooney played for Man-
chester United in the 2011 edi-
tion in New Jersey, winning 
4-0, and was on the MLS team 
in 2019 in Orlando against 
Atletico Madrid, who won 3-0.

Arsenal to face Rooney’s 
MLS All-Stars as part of  

pre-season plans

Arsenal’s English midfielder Bukayo Saka gestures to fans on the pitch 
after the English Premier League match against Crystal Palace at the 
Emirates Stadium in London on Sunday. (AFP)
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DIDIER Deschamps backed 
Kylian Mbappe to bring a “uni-
fying” influence to his new role 
as captain of France announced 
on Tuesday.

The Paris Saint-Germain 
forward was the outstanding 
candidate to replace Hugo Llo-
ris, who retired from interna-
tional duty after the World Cup.

Mbappe was reportedly 
told of his appointment by 
coach Deschamps after a din-
ner on Monday, and Antoine 
Griezmann has been confirmed 
as vice-captain.

Reports said Griezmann, 
who turned 32 on Tuesday, was 
disappointed not to be handed 
the captaincy, having been a 
mainstay of the team for many 
years.

However, Mbappe is him-
self richly experienced on the 
international stage after mak-
ing his debut as an 18-year-
old some six years ago. He has 
gone on to score 36 goals in 66 
appearances.

Twelve of those goals have 
come in World Cups, with 
Mbappe helping France win 
the 2018 tournament before 
their runner-up finish at Qatar 
2022, where he won the Gold-
en Boot.

Deschamps told French 
broadcaster TF1: “Kylian 
Mbappe is the new captain of 

Les Blues. Antoine Griezmann 
is the vice-captain.

“Kylian ticks all the boxes 
to have this responsibility. On 
the field as in group life, by be-
ing a unifying element.” 

Mbappe will lead the team 

into their Euro 2024 qualifiers, 
which start against the Nether-
lands and the Republic of Ire-
land this fortnight.

His first game as skipper 
will be against the Dutch on 
Friday at the Stade de France.

France’s squad gathered 
at their Clairefontaine train-
ing base on Monday. They 
trained on Tuesday with the 
crucial question of who might 
be captain having been re-
solved.

Mbappe ‘ticks all the boxes’ as 
new France captain – Deschamps

In this file photo taken on September 09, 2018 France’s midfielder Kylian Mbappe kisses the 2018 World 
Cup trophy during a ceremony to celebrate the victory of the 2018 World Cup before the lap of honour at the 
end of the UEFA Nations League football match between France and Netherlands at the Stade de France sta-
dium, in Saint-Denis, northern of Paris. France’s head coach Didier Deschamps named Paris Saint-Germain’s 
French forward Kylian Mbappe, 24, is expected to be named as the new captain of Les Bleus. (AFP)

Bayern’s injured Choupo-Moting cancels 
Cameroon games ahead of Dortmund date

DPA
MUNICH 

BAYERN Munich striker Eric 
Maxim Choupo-Moting con-
firmed on Tuesday he will miss 
upcoming Cameroon interna-
tionals due to back problems 
that could also endanger his 
participation in next week’s 
Bundesliga topper against 
Borussia Dortmund.

“Unfortunately I have to 
cancel the upcoming national 
team games due to back prob-

lems,” Choupo-Moting said on 
Instagram. 

“I will work hard to be back 
on the field as soon as possi-
ble.” 

Choupo-Moting’s Came-
roon absence had been expect-
ed after he missed Bayern’s last 
game on the weekend at Bayer 
Leverkusen owing to the injury.

Coach Julian Nagelsmann 
said ahead of the Leverkusen 
game that Choupo-Moting had 
“big problems” with his back 
and was unable to train.

Bayern lost the game 2-1 
and with it the league lead to 
Dortmund ahead of the April 1 
showdown in Munich.

The champions will hope 
to have Choupo-Moting back 
for the big game as they are al-
ready set to be without Jamal 
Musiala who left the German 
national team camp with a 
thigh muscle fibre tear. 

Musiala with 11 goals and 
Choupo-Moting with 10 are 
Bayern’s top Bundesliga scor-
ers this season.

Bayern Munich striker Eric Maxim 
Choupo-Moting.

Ibrahimovic says he needed three knee operations to save his career
STATS PERFORM/DPA

ZLATAN Ibrahimovic revealed it took three 
knee operations to rescue his career at the 
end of last season, as the Milan striker 
returned to centre stage on Tuesday with 
Sweden.

The 41-year-old spoke at a national team 
press conference ahead of Friday’s Euro 
2024 qualifier against Belgium, having been 
called up by coach Janne Andersson.

Two years have passed since Anders-
son recalled Ibrahimovic after a long spell 
in the international wilderness, and he has 
endured cruel fortune in that subsequent 
time, with a knee injury ruling him out of 
the delayed Euro 2020 finals.

That blow in 2021 was followed by 
Ibrahimovic requiring anterior cruciate 
knee ligament surgery at the end of last 
season, which was necessary to extend his 
playing days.

Milan announced in late May that Ibra-
himovic, who played through the pain bar-
rier to help them win the Serie A title, had 
undergone an operation on the problem-
atic left knee.

Ibrahimovic said on Tuesday: “The 
truth is I had three surgeries, not one.” He 
explained the process of getting the knee 
back in working order was then a struggle, 
and he had to stubbornly persist while ini-
tially seeing no improvement.

“The problem was that the feedback 
was not positive,” he said. 

“They tried to move forward, but it was 
then two steps backwards.  I never saw any 
light that gave me energy, that gave me 
answers that what I was doing was good. 
But then something happened and I came 
out of a dark room and everything became 
bright and positive. It was hard, but I had a 
lot of patience.”

 He is set to be a substitute against 
Belgium and Azerbaijan during this in-
ternational camp, and to score for his 
country again, for the first time since net-
ting against Denmark in November 2015, 
would cap his comeback.

Sweden’s forward Zlatan Ibrahimovic during a 
press conference in Solna on Tuesday, ahead 
to the EURO qualifier of Sweden vs Belgium to 
be played on Friday. (AFP)

 Quick read

SEVILLA have confirmed the appointment of Jose Luis Mendilibar 
as coach on a short-term contract after sacking Jorge Sampaoli. 
A dismal run of form has seen Sevilla lose four of their last seven 
LaLiga games and they sit just two points above the relegation zone. 
Sampaoli’s second spell at the club came to an end on Tuesday fol-
lowing a 2-0 defeat at Getafe, which proved the final straw.  
The Argentine replaced Julen Lopetegui in October but managed just 
six wins out of 19 LaLiga matches in charge, although he did lead Se-
villa into the Europa League quarter-finals.  
Sevilla moved quickly to confirm a replacement, with former Real 
Valladolid, Alaves and Eibar boss Mendilibar drafted in on a contract 
until June 30. His first match in charge will be after the international 
break, with Sevilla visiting fellow strugglers Cadiz. They then host 
Celta Vigo on April 7 before travelling to Old Trafford for the first leg 
of their Europa League quarter-final tie against Manchester United six 
days later. Mendilibar has overseen 448 LaLiga games as a coach, 
winning 128 and losing 195. (DPA)

Sevilla appoint Mendilibar after sacking Sampaoli

ARSENAL defender Takehiro Tomiyasu has been ruled out for the 
rest of the season for the Premier League leaders after picking up 
a serious knee injury. The 24-year-old right-back was withdrawn nine 
minutes into the Europa League last-16 defeat by Sporting Lisbon 
last Thursday and left the Emirates Stadium on crutches. The club 
confirmed the Japan international had successful surgery in London 
on Tuesday and he will now miss the Gunners’ remaining 10 matches 
of their Premier League title run-in. Tomiyasu has been a regular 
appearance maker during Arsenal’s surge to the top having played 
31 games across all competitions this campaign. Mikel Arteta will 
be hoping to have Tomiyasu back in plenty of time for next season. 
(PA MEDIA/DPA)

Arsenal suffer injury blow as Tomiyasu  
is ruled out for the season
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AGENCIES
POTCHEFSTROOM

HEINRICH Klaasen hit a 54-
ball century as South Africa 
raced to a four-wicket win over 
West Indies in the third One-
Day International in Potchef-
stroom on Tuesday, reports 
BBC.com.

Chasing 261 to win, Klaasen 
came to the crease at 80-4 but 
smacked an unbeaten 119 as 
South Africa won in 29.3 overs.

It is the fastest any side 
has chased more than 250 in a 
men’s ODI.

West Indies were bowled 
out for 260 with Brandon King 
making 72 and left-arm seam-
er Marco Jansen and spinner 
Bjorn Fortuin both taking 2-46.

The series finishes 1-1 after 
the opening ODI was washed 
out.

South Africa will now face 
the Netherlands on 31 March 
and 2 April, with the games 
deciding who earns the eighth 
and final automatic qualifica-
tion spot for October’s 50-over 
World Cup.

West Indies currently occu-
py eighth with 88 points, while 
South Africa are ninth with 78 
points. Ten points are awarded 
for a win but teams level on 
points are split by wins before 
net run-rate, meaning South Af-

rica must win at least one of the 
games against the Netherlands 
and avoid defeat in the other to 
climb above West Indies.

Sri Lanka, who are currently 
10th with 77 points and play a 
three-match series in New Zea-
land between 25-31 March, could 
qualify if South Africa slip up.

“We have had chats regard-
ing it and it is nice to get a win 
today to get momentum into 
that Netherlands series,” said 
South Africa captain Aiden 
Markram.

The eighth-place team will 
join hosts India, defending 
champions England, Australia, 
New Zealand, Bangladesh, Pa-
kistan and Afghanistan in the 
tournament that will take place 
in October and November.

The teams that miss out will 
go into the World Cup Qualifier 
tournament which is set to take 
place in Zimbabwe between 18 
June and 9 July.

Ireland and Scotland are al-
ready in the qualifier alongside 
Zimbabwe, the Netherlands, 
Nepal and Oman. Two teams 
from that tournament will 
qualify for the full competition.
Scores: West Indies 260 all 
out (48.2 overs): King 72 (72); 
Jansen 2-46, Fortuin 2-46 lost to 
South Africa 264-6 (29.3 overs): 
Klaasen 119* (61); Joseph 3-50  
by four wickets.

Klaasen ton in South Africa’s record run-chase

Rashid Khan recalled to  
Afghanistan’s T20I squad  

for Pakistan series
AFGHANISTAN have an-

nounced a strong 17-mem-
ber squad with three reserve 
players for the home series 
against Pakistan that begins 
this week in Sharjah.

Rashid Khan will lead a side 
that has some familiar names, 
including former skipper Mo-
hammad Nabi, for the three-
match T20I series. However, 
senior batters Rahmat Shah 
and Hazratullah Zazai have 
been dropped from the squad.

The 37-year-old Nabi, who 
stepped down as captain after 
the 2022 ICC Men’s T20 World 
Cup, was recalled to the squad.

Nabi was dropped for the 
series against UAE where the 
ODI mainstay Rahmat Shah 
earned a call-up to the T20I 
side. However, Shah was 
dropped from the squad for the 
Pakistan series without making 
his T20I debut. 

“Our team has been work-
ing hard in training camp and 
selectors have selected the 
best available players for the 
series,” Afghanistan Cricket 
Board CEO Naseeb Khan said.

“I am confident that our 
team will perform at their best 
and make our nation proud. 
We wish our team the best of 

luck for the series and hope to 
see them emerge victorious.”

Nabi, a veteran of 104 
T20Is, returns to the squad. 
Qais Ahmad, Darwish Rasooli 
and Mohammad Saleem, who 
were part of the UAE series, do 
not feature in the squad.

The series, marked to be 
the first multi-match bilateral 
series between these sides, will 
begin on March 24.

“We look forward to an ex-
citing competition between two 
great teams. Both nations have 
passionate fans who support 
their teams with enthusiasm 
and pride,” Naseeb Khan said.

“As neighbours, we have 
a special bond and we hope to 
showcase not only our cricket-
ing skills but also the spirit of 
friendship and sportsmanship.”
Afghanistan Squad: Rashid 
Khan (c), Rahmanullah Gurbaz 
(wk), Ibrahim Zadran, Usman 
Ghani, Sediqullah Atal, Najibul-
lah Zadran, Afsar Zazai, Karim 
Janat, Mohammad Nabi, Azma-
tullah Omarzai, Gulbadin Naib, 
Sharafuddin Ashraf, Noor Ah-
mad, Mujeeb Ur Rehman, Fareed 
Ahmad, Fazalhaq Farooqi and 
Naveen Ul Haq. Reserve players: 
Nangyal Kharoti, Zahir Khan and 
Nijat Masoud.

South Africa’s Heinrich Klaasen celebrates his century during the third One-Day International (ODI) against the West Indies at the JB Marks Oval in 
Potchefstroom on Tuesday. (AFP)

Coach Dravid ‘pretty clear’ on India’s  
preparation for ODI World Cup

HEAD coach Rahul Drav-
id discussed India’s 
plans for the upcom-

ing ICC Men’s Cricket World 
Cup 2023, while also detailing 
Suryakumar Yadav’s ODI game, 
and how India would look to 
overcome Mitchell Starc.

The current ODI series 
against Australia is tied at 1-1, 
with the final ODI all set to be 
played at Chennai. India won 
the first game in Mumbai by five 
wickets, while they were beaten 
soundly in the second game at 
Vishakhapatnam by 10 wickets. 

This series will be India’s 
last engagement at home over 
the next few months. The side 
will not get many other oppor-
tunities to play home ODIs be-
fore the World Cup, also to be 
played in India.

Dravid discussed how the 
team was looking to keep in 
shape for the global event in 
October-November 2023 with 
the ICC World Test Champion-
ship final, Asia Cup and other 
matches ahead of it.

He added that India’s had 
the opportunity to build the 
side they wanted over the last 
few months.

“Probably, we’ll not get 
many more games in our con-
ditions. But we’ve had the op-
portunity over the last few 

months to play in these condi-
tions, which is great. I think 
to a large extent we are pretty 
clear as to the squad, and the 

players we want. 
“We’ve narrowed it down 

to 17-18 players, we have a few 
guys who are recovering from 
injuries and might come into 
the mix, depending on the time 
frame of their recoveries and 
how long it takes for them to 
come back.

“All in all, I think we are 
pretty much in a good space. 
We’re pretty clear about the 
kind of team we want to play 
in. And, hopefully we can give 
these guys who we’ve zeroed in 
on, as many playing opportuni-
ties as we can. If it’s in India, 
it’s great, but even if it’s not in 
India, we just want to give as 
many opportunities as we can 
to build our side. 

“Within our team of 16 
players, there will be a couple 
of different combinations to try 
and see, because it’s a big tour-
nament, it’s a long tournament 
in India. We’re playing in nine 
different cities, nine different 
conditions, so you just want to 
have flexibility in your squad as 
well, to be able to play some-
times four fast bowlers, some-
times play three spinners. 

 (ICC.com)

India’s coach Rahul Dravid (L) chats with former Indian cricketer Javagal 
Srinath at the Wankhede Stadium in Mumbai ahead of India’s first ODI 
against Australia last Thursday. (AFP)

Lahore Qalandar’s Rashid Khan of Afghanistan (L) celebrates the 
wicket of Multan Sultans’ Mohammad Rizwan (C) during the Pakistan 
Super League (PSL) Twenty20 match at the Gaddafi Cricket Stadium in 
Lahore on March 15, 2023. (AFP)

‘We’re pushing each other’: The making  
of a great Rybakina-Sabalenka rivalry

WTA
INDIAN WELLS

ELENA Rybakina, the newly 
crowned champion, was run-
ning through her thank-yous 
-- the ball kids, sponsors, her 
team -- when Aryna Sabalenka 
finally cracked. Standing un-
seen behind Rybakina during 
the BNP Paribas Open trophy 
presentation, Sabalenka stuck 
her tongue out and made a 
funny face.

Now, this is what wom-
en’s tennis has been waiting 
for. While all eyes have been 
focused on World No.1 Iga 
Swiatek, Rybakina and Sa-
balenka might be creating the 
rivalry the sport has been miss-
ing in recent years.

“Hopefully,” Rybakina said, 
turning to Sabalenka, “we’re 
going to play much more. See 
you next time.”

Yes, please. The rollicking 
final went to Rybakina 7-6 (11), 
6-4 -- the first set alone clocked 
in at 80 minutes and featured 
seven unclaimed set points. 
Rybakina converted her sixth 
when a Sabalenka forehand 
soared long.

And so, in the two biggest 
tournaments in the season’s 
first three months, Rybakina 
and Sabalenka were the last 
players swinging. Sabalenka 
came dashing back to win the 

Australian Open final 4-6, 
6-3, 6-4. Rybakina, who broke 
through last year at Wimble-
don, and Sabalenka have won 
two of the past three majors.

Sabalenka leads the Race 
to the WTA Finals with 3,310 
points; Rybakina (2,561) is 
right behind her, trailed by 
Swiatek (1,810).

Coming in, Sabalenka had 
a 4-0 head-to-head advantage, 
and all four matches went the 
three-set maximum distance be-
fore Sunday’s final. Their power 
games are both built for hard-
court success. It’s like watching 
swashbuckling swordplay. They 
rose above the difficult condi-
tions in Indian Wells, where 
some players said the court was 

playing slower than clay.
Both players are just com-

ing into their own. Sabalenka, 
24 – some 13 months older 
than Rybakina –-- has won 17 
of her 19 matches this year, 
while Rybakina is 16-for-20. 
Sabalenka is ranked No.2 
and Rybakina is up to No.7 
on Monday, from No.10. This 
was Rybakina’s fourth straight 
win against the No.1- or No.2-
ranked player. She was fearless 
in taking out Swiatek in both 
Melbourne and Indian Wells -- 
both in straight sets.

Against Sabalenka, Ry-
bakina decided to be more ag-
gressive than in past matches. 
She stepped into the court and 
basically forced the issue. The 

result was a regression on Sa-
balenka’s part. She hit 10 dou-
ble faults in that lengthy first 
set -- the last one at 11-11 in the 
tiebreak. It was a brief resur-
facing of the issue that plagued 
her over the first half of 2022.

“There will be some days 
when old habits will come 
back,” Sabalenka told report-
ers afterward. “You just have to 
work through it and not every 
match will be going your way, 
and you will be serving perfect-
ly. So it’s just kind of reminder 
that that’s OK to still be strug-
gling with something.

“I was like a little bit over-
reacting on things, and I wasn’t 
there in the first two games in 
the second set.”

Even Rybakina, known for 
her impassive countenance, 
bounced her racquet off the base-
line during that elusive tiebreak.

Women’s tennis has been 
blessed with some terrific ri-
valries over the years. Mar-
tina Navratilova and Chris 
Evert might have been the 
best. Navratilova held a 43-37 
head-to-head advantage but 
both wound up with 18 major 
singles titles. Stephanie Graf 
and Monica Seles (10-5, Graf), 
Kim Clijsters and Justine 
Henin (13-12 Clijsters) and 
Serena and Venus Williams 
(18-13, Serena) were also no-
table rivalries.

Elena Rybakina of Kazakhstan addresses the audience after defeating 
Aryna Sabalenka of Belarus during the Women’s Final of the BNP Pari-
bas Open at Indian Wells, California, on Sunday. (Getty Images/AFP)

CARLOS Alcaraz’s path to becoming the eighth player to win the Sunshine 
Double was set on Monday. But the Spaniard will need to overcome a 
series of difficult tests if he is to defend his Miami Open title and hold 
onto top spot in the Pepperstone ATP Rankings.Alcaraz could face former 
World No. 1 and two-time Miami champion Andy Murray in the third round 
and in-form American Tommy Paul in the fourth round. (ATP)

Tough Sunshine Double path for Alcaraz
 Quick read


