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TOKYO: Japan’s Yuya Osako controls the ball against Syria’s players during
their Kirin Challenge Cup international friendly soccer match in Tokyo,
yesterday. —AP

TOKYO:  Japan’s World Cup qualifying
preparations were dealt a blow yesterday
when playmaker Shinji Kagawa suffered a
shoulder injury in a 1-1 home draw with
Syria. The Borussia Dortmund midfielder
was stretchered off just nine minutes into
the Tokyo friendly clutching his left shoul-
der after an awkward fall, and could be in
doubt for next week’s Asian qualifier
against Iraq.

Syria took a shock lead early in the sec-
ond half when forward Mardik Mardikian
powered home a header after clever work
on the right by Amro Jenyat. Japan
equalised after 59 minutes, Inter Milan left-
back Yuto Nagatomo squaring for Yasuyuki

Konno to apply a simple finish from point-
blank range. Keisuke Honda and Takashi
Inui went close as Japan pushed for a win-
ner. But the Blue Samurai produced little
that will strike fear into Iraq when the teams
square off in neutral Tehran on Tuesday.

Japan currently top Group B in the final
round of Asian 2018 World Cup qualifiers
with 16 points from seven games, ahead of
Saudi Arabia on goal difference. Australia,
the reigning Asian champions, are three
points behind the leaders with three
matches left to play.

The top two teams from each of the two
groups qualify automatically for next year’s
World Cup in Russia. —AFP

Japan suffer Kagawa 

blow in draw with Syria

Qatar’s bid for the 2022 World Cup
was based on a powerful vision
that soccer could unite the

Middle East. “Just think together of what
we can achieve together,” Sheikha
Mozah bint Nasser Al Missned, the wife
of the Qatar’s then-ruler, told FIFA voters
in 2010. She ambitiously forecast a “cul-
ture of peace across our region through
football,” With five years until kickoff,
that optimism is rapidly disintegrating
after Arab neighbors severed ties on
Monday with the tiny nation that turned
to sports to buttress its global status.

Soccer’s world governing body, FIFA,
is hoping the regional rifts are healed
long before there’s any need to contem-
plate any change of host, a move that
would deal a heavy blow to Qatar’s rep-
utation and economy as it is investing
more than $150 billion on infrastructure
to handle the World Cup.

For now, FIFA is predictably side-
stepping detailed questions about the
impact of the decision by Bahrain,
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates  to cast  Qatar  adri f t
diplomatically. Qatar’s Gulf neighbors
have accused Qatar of supporting ter-
ror groups, interfering in the sover-

eign affairs  of  Arab countr ies  and
backing groups that undermine politi-
cal stability.

FIFA has reiterated that it maintains
regular contact with Qatar. “One thing is
certain, the world’s football community
should agree that large tournaments
cannot be played in countries that
actively support terror,” said Reinhard
Grindel, president of the German foot-
ball federation and a member of FIFA’s
ruling council.

Qatar denies funding extremists, but
that hasn’t stopped its neighbors from
implementing punitive measures that
impact people and businesses across
the region, including soccer fans. FIFA
was dragged into the backlash against
the 2022 World Cup host nation on
Tuesday when Qatar ’s state-funded
broadcaster beIN Sports appeared to be
blocked in the UAE. With beIN holding
the broadcasting rights to FIFA events
across the Middle East and North Africa,
the ongoing Under-20 World Cup in
South Korea will now be unavailable for
viewers in the UAE.

FIFA said it was in contact with the
broadcaster and was monitoring the
situation. FIFA is also in partnership

with Qatar ’s f lagship carrier.  Qatar
Airways, which signed up as a World
Cup sponsor last month ,  has been
forced to reroute journeys over Iranian
and Turkish airspace after Saudi Arabia
and Egypt blocked Qatari flights from
using their airspace. A soccer sponsor-
ship has already been affected, with
Saudi club Al-Ahli terminating its deal
with the airline.

The escalation of the crisis in the
Persian Gulf will have underscored to
FIFA just how precarious the region is,
and the geographical weakness of oil-
and-gas rich Qatar. The desert nation is
heavily reliant on food imports , pre-
dominantly through its border with
Saudi Arabia, where hundreds of trucks
transporting food and construction
materials have now been stopped from
entering. A sustained blockade could hit
the construction boom required to
transform the sparse nation. An entire
city is being built to stage the final. Not
a single stadium was ready at the time
of bidding, and only one venue has so
far been completed as Qatar prepares to
welcome the 32 teams.

Qatar has long been heavily reliant
on a massive workforce of migrant

laborers from Asia to expand its infra-
structure. The Philippines has tem-
porarily suspended the deployment of
Filipino workers to Doha, but said there
is no plan yet to repatriate the more
than 200,000 existing members of the
labor force.

Being handed the World Cup made
working, living conditions and employ-
ment rights in Qatar a global concern.
Practices such as the “kafala” sponsor-
ship system that binds workers to their
employer are in place across the region,
but activists have largely only shone the
spotlight on Qatar and the human cost
of hosting the World Cup.

Qatar has responded to the pressure
by compelling companies to adopt
labor reforms . It’s one of the conse-
quences of hosting a major sporting
event that Qatar did not seem to antici-
pate amid the joy of beating the United
States, Australia, Japan and South Korea
in the 2010 vote.

Qatar has the global attention, but
it’s largely been unwelcome. From the
moment then-FIFA President Sepp
Blatter pulled Qatar’s name out of the
envelope in Zurich, the whiff of corrup-
tion has hung over Qatar’s bid, coupled

with concerns about heat that forced
the tournament to be shifted into the
heart of the European season in
November-December 2022.

Despite being exonerated by FIFA’s
ethics investigators, speculation about
Qatar being stripped of the hosting
rights or being boycotted by some
countries has persisted, without the call
coming from any authoritative soccer
body or government.

Significantly, the federation of World
Cup holder Germany is not endorsing
such an extreme move. “There are still
five years before the World Cup kicks
off,” Grindel said. “Political solutions
must take precedence over threats of
boycott in this time.”

Not all  the countries currently
embroiled in the dispute with Qatar are
World Cup regulars, so there is slim
chance of the entire bloc qualifying for
the 2022 tournament. But Qatar will be
hosting athletes from across the region
when it stages the world track and field
championships in 2019.

“We are talking to our teams in the
region to properly understand the impli-
cations for both the short term and long
term,” the IAAF said. —AP

Qatar’s unifying World Cup vision erodes as nations cut ties

COMMERCE CITY:  US goalkeeper
Tim Howard has far too much riding
on this game to even consider over-
looking Trinidad and Tobago . First
and foremost, an all-important
three points in the standings. Next,
his friendly wager with Trinidad and
Tobago defender Mekeil Williams,
who is Howard’s teammate with
Major League Soccer’s Colorado
Rapids. The bet goes something like
this: Should Howard’s side win the
World Cup qualifier Thursday night
in Commerce City, Williams has to
sit at a locker next to the bathroom.
If Williams’ side wins, Howard must
sit with the rookie keepers for the
rest of the season.

“Hopefully, he’ll have to repay,”
Howard said Tuesday after a train-
ing session on the field at Dick’s
Sporting Goods Park. “This is as key
as it gets. We need the three points
at home.” And no, Howard adamant-
ly stressed, the Americans won’t get
caught looking toward their
matchup three days later in Mexico
City against Mexico.

“Mexico is the furthest thing
from our mind, to be honest,”
Howard said. “We have to focus.”

There’s no room for anymore hic-
cups - for either team. The
Americans are in fourth place in the
six-team standings with four points,
while Trinidad and Tobago is last
with three points. Mexico leads the
standings with 10 points. The top
three teams qualify, with the fourth-
place squad going to a playoff
against Asia’s No. 5 nation.

“Crunch time,” Williams said in a
recent interview on the Soca
Warriors’ Facebook page as he also
outlined his wager with Howard.
“Everyone is positive and confident.”
Traditionally, the red, white and

blue has fared well against Trinidad
and Tobago, a country with a popu-
lation around 1.4 million. The US -
population roughly 326 million - is
12-1-3 in World Cup qualifying
against the Soca Warriors, including
7-0-1 at home.

“Come Thursday night, that’s the
most important thing,” forward Jozy
Altidore said. “When the whistle
blows and the game is over, you
think about Mexico.” Maybe when
he was younger, Altidore might
have let his mind wander toward
playing at Azteca Stadium and fac-
ing the hostile crowd. Not at this
stage of qualifying.

“In a lot of ways, the Trinidad

game is also very important and
attractive in its own way,” Altidore
said. “So, that’s the focus.”

Altidore arrived late to training
camp after attending his brother’s
wedding. He’s trying to quickly get
acclimated to the elevation.

“It’s tough, man. It’s tough,” he
said. “But it’s the same for every-
body - the same for Trinidad. No
excuses.” The 27-year-old Altidore
could be paired up top Thursday
with fellow forward Clint Dempsey,
who has 56 international goals and
would tie Landon Donovan’s U.S.
record with his next one. Altidore
has certainly seen his share of
Dempsey’s goals. “To score on a

consistent level over a number of
years is never easy. He’s a guy that
pops up in good spots,” Altidore
said. “He’s able to score those grimy
goals. That’s why he’s so important
to us and that’s why he’s done it for
such a long time.”

Looking forward to 
owning that record?

“The most important thing is
qualify for the World Cup,” the 34-
year-old Dempsey said. “That’s the
most important thing. ... The team
looks good. It’s really competitive.
Looking forward to these games
and I think we have a lot of depth. I
think you’ll see our best.” —AP

Trinidad & Tobago has attention 

of US in World Cup qualifier

MELBOURNE: Brazil’s players attend a football training session in Melbourne yesterday, ahead
of their match against Argentina tomorrow. —AFP

PARIS:  Fresh from leading Lyon to a French
league and cup and Champions League treble,
inspirational France captain Wendie Renard is
fixing her gaze on delivering the women’s
national team its first ever silverware. 

France are seen as one of the favourites to
win the women’s European Championship
which kicks off on July 16 in the Netherlands
and Renard is hoping Lyon’s run of success can
carry through to the national team.  “It’s great
to have won the Champions League and then
defended it, we want to go and make history
now with a third (consecutive) win,” the 26-
year-old defender told AFP in an exclusive
interview.

The powerfully built 6ft 2in (1.87m) central
defender or right back has in fact won four
Champions Leagues and first captained France
at the 2015 World Cup in Canada, where
Germany beat them on penalties in the quar-
ter-finals.  “With France we’ll have to be more
humble about our approach. We have always
declared we want to win tournaments when
going into them,” she pointed out.

France have consistently underachieved,
never having reached the final of a major com-
petition. They were knocked out in the last
eight of the last Euro in 2013.

“Sadly we’ve been stopped in our tracks so
far so this time we’ll say nothing and work
hard. We’re ambitious though, that’s for sure,”
said Renard, who identified holders Germany
as the chief pretender to the title.  “Germany is
still the team to beat but tactically and physi-
cally many teams look capable of winning.
Norway, Sweden and Denmark are all in that
group too.” Renard feels the depth needed to
win a tournament is now within France’s reach
due to domestic success and a new generation
coming through.  “We have won nothing yet,”

she warned. “We have zero titles and we need
to stay unified, and hard work always pays off.
“And in the new generation coming through
we have some very talented players, but you
cannot buy experience.

“The Euro is a long competition with many

matches and we need to maintain a winning
attitude over a long period,” said Renard, who
has done that with her club side and who, with
89 caps so far, looks set to apply her experi-
ence on the international stage in the
Netherlands. —AFP

Treble winner Renard eyes 

Euro glory for France

GUANGDONG: China’s Jiang Zhipeng (R) is brought down by Amani Aguinaldo of the
Philippines during their football friendly match in Guangzhou, in China’s southern
Guangdong province yesterday. —AFP

BURTON-ON-TRENT:  Two England
supporters received lifetime bans for
making Nazi gestures during a friendly
against Germany in March, the Football
Association revealed on Tuesday.

One fan made a Nazi salute, while
the other mimicked an Adolf Hitler
moustache with his finger and made
a  c u t - t h ro a t  g e s t u re  t o w a rd s
Germany fans.

The pair received the first lifetime
bans every issued by the FA, officials
told reporters at the St George’s Park
national football centre in Burton-on-
Trent, central England.

The game in Dor tmund,  which
Germany won 1-0, also led to 27 mem-
bers of England’s official travel club
being temporarily banned from attend-
ing matches and six receiving written
warnings.

FA chairman Greg Clarke was deeply
critical of a minority of England fans
who jeered the German national
anthem prior to the game and sang
songs about the two World Wars.

“The behaviour of a section of the
England suppor t  in Dor tmund was
inappropriate, disrespectful and disap-

pointing,” Clarke said at the time.
“The FA has consistently urged sup-

porters to show respect and not to
chant songs that could be regarded as
insulting to others.

“Individuals who engage in such
behaviour do not represent the over-
whelming majority of England fans, nor
the values and identity we should
aspire to as a football nation.”

The FA is concerned by a rise in boor-
ish, anti-social behaviour that it says is
fuelled by alcohol and predominantly
carried out by male fans aged between
18 and 25.

England were threatened with expul-
sion from last  year ’s  European
Championship in France after running
battles between English and Russian
fans in Marseille.

Since 2014, 142 England fans have
been issued with bans ranging from six
months to five years, with 239 issued
warnings. The FA said 4,761 members
of England’s official supporters club
would travel to Glasgow for Saturday’s
World Cup qualifier against Scotland,
which is seen as having “potential for
risk”. —AFP

England fans banned 

over Nazi gestures

MIAMI: David Beckham’s hopes of launching a
Major League Soccer franchise in Miami took a
giant step towards becoming reality Tuesday after
city officials approved the sale of land crucial to a
proposed stadium project. Miami-Dade County
commissioners voted by 9-4 to approve the trans-
fer of a three-acre parcel of land worth $9 million
to Beckham’s consortium, which reportedly hopes
to launch its MLS team by 2021.

Beckham’s group had already purchased six
acres of land next to the site for some $19 million
in Miami’s Overtown district.

“We look forward to working with the Miami

community to bring our vision for the neighbor-
hood to life,” Miami Beckham United said in a
statement, describing the deal as a “major mile-
stone” towards its MLS team. “Our loyal fans in
Miami and around the world have been waiting
for this moment for years, and we’re thrilled that
we’re getting closer to our kick-off.”

The group hopes to build a 25,000-seat sta-
dium on the site. Beckham’s group has said the
cost of the stadium, which still needs to be
approved by city planners, will be met by pri-
vate investors with no public funds being used
in its construction. —AFP

Beckham Miami team edges 

closer after land deal


