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MADRID: Spain blew Argentina away on Tuesday but
coach Julen Lopetegui insists they can take nothing for
granted at this summer’s World Cup. A 6-1 demolition,
which included an Isco hat-trick at the Wanda
Metropolitano, underlined Spain’s credentials as one of
the tournament favourites in Russia, while exposing
Argentina, who were without the injured Lionel Messi.

Diego Costa was back in Spain’s starting line-up for
the first time in eight international matches and he
marked his return with
the opening goal.  Isco
then scored twice either
side of what proved to
be no more than a con-
solation from
Argentina’s Nicolas
Otamendi, before Thiago
Alcantara, substitute
Iago Aspas and Isco’s
third completed the
rout.  “I am very satis-
fied with a win against
the finalists of the previ-
ous World Cup,”
Lopetegui said. “It is an opponent that has a fantastic
history, but nothing else, it does not change anything,
we have to start the World Cup with zero points (in the
group stage).”

As irresistable as Spain were going forward,
Argentina were lamentable at the back and coach
Jorge Sampaoli will have questions to answer with the
World Cup less than three months away. “I have to
take responsibility,” Sampaoli said.

He might cling to the hope of Messi, whose ham-
string strain meant he was not even in the squad,
instead left to watch on from the stands.  “Leo trained
with us, he had a very good week of workouts but still
had some discomfort in his leg,” Sampaoli said.

Sergio Aguero and Angel Di Maria were also out
injured but Argentina’s problem was less creating
chances than containing Spain’s as Costa, Isco and
Marco Asensio simply proved too quick to catch.
Asensio is likely still to give way to David Silva but
Costa showed he is ready to be Spain’s main striker,

this game completing his reintegration after an autumn
disrupted by his Chelsea departure.

HARROWING NIGHT FOR ARGENTINA 
It was a harrowing night for Argentina but perhaps

not a good one either for Alvaro Morata. Costa’s goal,
coming before Aspas entered as a substitute to score
one and set up two more, meant the Chelsea forward
was hardly missed.  “We decided to put Diego in, we

thought it was what we
needed,” Lopetegui said.
“In the second half,
Diego had a problem
and we wanted to see
Iago. They will both be
full of confidence, along
with all the players that
come with us.” The vic-
tory also means Spain
have now scored in all
their 18 games under
Lopetegui, a new record
for a Spanish coach.
Without Messi, Gonzalo

Higuain was the visitors’ principle threat up front, with
Ever Banega, Maximiliano Meza and Giovani Lo Celso
given the chance to impress behind him in a 4-2-3-1
formation. 

For Spain, Lopetegui adopted a 4-3-3, with Isco
and Asensio either side of Costa, and Thiago, Andres
Iniesta and Koke again forming an attacking midfield
trio. In a week where the Catalan crisis continued to
dominate the Spanish headlines, Barcelona’s Gerard
Pique was whistled by the home fans whenever he
received possession. 

There were applauds too from some sections of the
crowd and the jeers were temporarily drowned out by
cheers when a thundering Pique tackle prevented a
threatening Argentina break.  For the first goal, Costa
put his body where others might not, bundling the ball
in between the leaping Fabricio Bustos and goalkeeper
Sergio Romero, the latter forced off as a result and
replaced by Willy Caballero.  Cabellero was then at
fault for Spain’s second, as his poor clearance landed

at the feet of Thiago. Three passes later, the last from
Asensio, allowed Isco to sidefoot home. 

Argentina pulled one back before half-time when
Otamendi headed in Banega’s cross but their defence
would only keep them competitive for so long.  With

Costa substituted, Aspas made an instant impact, set-
ting up Isco and then Thiago, before scoring himself
after De Gea’s long pass. Isco guided into the corner
for his hat-trick in the 74th minute. Argentina looked
relieved when the final whistle blew.  —AFP
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MADRID: Spain’s defender Sergio Ramos and Spain’s defender Dani Carvajal (R) challenge Argentina’s
midfielder Maximiliano Meza (C) during a friendly football match between Spain and Argentina at the
Wanda Metropolitano Stadium in Madrid on Tuesday. — AFP

JOHANNESBURG: Liverpool goal machine
Mohamed Salah sat on the bench as Egypt barely
created a chance when losing 1-0 to Greece
Tuesday on a mixed night for African World Cup
hopefuls.  Tunisia and Morocco won for the sec-
ond time during the FIFA international window,
but Senegal drew again and Nigeria lost after
winning last weekend.   Reigning African
Footballer of the Year Salah has scored 36 goals
in 41 appearance for Liverpool this season — 11
less than the record held by Ian Rush.

But Egypt coach Hector Cuper deemed the
striker surplus to requirements in Swiss city
Zurich and his decision backfired as the Pharaohs
were outplayed.  The lone goal came after 29
minutes when Nikos Karelis soared unmarked to
nod a cross into the net.

Greece dominated the second half against the
seven-time African champions, who are back at
the World Cup after a 28-year absence.  Salah
scored last Friday against Portugal before Egypt
conceded two stoppage-time goals to Cristiano
Ronaldo and lost 2-1 against the European cham-
pions. 

Tunisia, returning to the global showpiece
after missing the last two tournaments, edged fel-
low qualifiers Costa Rica 1-0 in French city Nice.
Wahbi Khazri, on loan to Ligue 1 outfit Rennes
from English second-tier strugglers Sunderland,
scored the winner nine minutes before half-time.
It was the second solitary goal victory within five
days for the Carthage Eagles after an own-goal
brought success over Iran, another Russia-bound
nation.  Ayoub el Kaabi, the nine-goal star of the
recent African Nations Championship for home-
based footballers, opened the scoring as
Morocco overcame Uzbekistan 2-0 in
Casablanca.    

Victory for the Atlas Lions followed a win over
Serbia in Turin and maintained impressive recent
form under French coach Herve Renard.  After
surprisingly winning in Poland, Nigeria disap-
pointed when falling 2-0 to Serbia in London,
where Aleksandar Mitrovic bagged a brace.  “We
are a work in progress,” admitted Nigeria coach
Gernot Rohr after a match controlled by the
Serbs, who will not be going to the World Cup.
Senegal drew 0-0 with Bosnia and Herzogovina
in French city Le Havre having also drawn with
Uzbekistan in another World Cup warm-up.  In a
match not involving World Cup qualif iers,
Tanzania mocked the FIFA world rankings by
beating the Democratic Republic of Congo 2-0 in
Dar es Salaam. Mbwana Samatta and Shiza
Kichuya scored for the Taifa Stars, who are 107
places below the Leopards. —AFP

Salah-less Egypt 
lose to Greece in 
World Cup warm-upKUWAIT: Gulf Bank advanced to the Kuwait Banks

Club football league finals after beating KFH 2-0. The
final match between the Gulf Bank and Boubyan Bank
will be held tomorrow on Friday 30 March at the Sabah
Al-Salem Stadium in Al-Arabi Club at 7 pm under the
patronage of  Majed Al Ajeel, the President of the
Kuwait Banking Association, and Gulf Bank CEO
Antoine Daher as well as Adel Al Majed, the CEO of
Boubyan Bank. The game will also be shown live on
KTV 3.

Gulf Bank advanced to the finals for the second con-
secutive year, having won the trophy in the 2016/17
season. 

Gulf Bank is committed to supporting its soccer
team to achieve its goals and encourages its employees
to take part in sports related activities to cultivate team
spirit and to lead active and healthy lives. 

Gulf Bank in finals
of Kuwait Banking 
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SAO PAULO: Brazil’s 1-0 win over world champions Germany
gave the South Americans a modicum of revenge for their 7-1
semi-final humiliation four years ago but the confidence boost
comes with a caveat for the five-times World Cup winners. 

Coach Tite was delighted with the way his players overcame
the Germans in Berlin, particularly in the second half, when the
under-strength home side fought hard for an equaliser. The per-
formance ended Germany’s 22-game unbeaten run and bol-
stered Tite’s record of just one loss in 19 games.

Both coach and players played up the psychological aspect
of the win and insisted beating the Germans at home helped
Brazil regain their rightful place in a world elite that many felt
was questioned after the disastrous end to their home World
Cup in 2014 and poor performances at consecutive Copas
America. 

“There’s a little bit of a feeling we’ve regained some self-
esteem,” Tite said. “There’s a component of pride.” Thiago Silva
echoed that sentiment immediately after the game, insisting the
most successful World Cup nation be taken more seriously.
“This shirt demands more respect,” the PSG defender said.
Students of history, however, may cringe at the overt shows of
confidence less than three months before Brazil take on
Switzerland, Costa Rica and Serbia in Group E. Historically,
Brazil tend to do better at the World Cup when they go there as
underdogs.  In 1970, 1994 and 2002 the Selecao was slated at
home by fans and press and yet they rose to the occasion, most
memorably in 1970 when a Pele-led side wowed the world with
one of the most memorable teams ever to play the game.
Conversely, the much-favoured teams of 1982 - with Zico,
Socrates, Falcao and Junior - and 2006 - featuring Ronaldo,
Kaka, Adriano and Ronaldinho - crashed out early. Tite is noth-
ing if not shrewd and he will focus on maintaining a balance
between encouraging his side and keeping their feet on the
ground.—Reuters

MANILA: The Philippines football team’s captain
said yesterday he hoped their historic first-ever quali-
fication for the Asian Cup could be a catalyst for
growth of the sport in the basketball-mad nation.

Nicknamed the Azkals-slang for mongrel dogs-the
Philippines qualified for the Asian Cup with a 2-1
come-from-behind win over Tajikistan in Manila in an
emotional game on Tuesday night.  “When there’s
success in any sport people would talk about it and
the most we can do is bring football as much suc-
cess,” Azkals captain Phil Younghusband, a former
Chelsea youth player, told AFP. 

“Hopefully this will be the catalyst for the growth
of Philippine football,” he added. “Maybe the lack of
success in the last eight years has slowed down the
growth.” The Philippines had been a bit-player on the
Asian stage but turned heads by reaching the 2010
AFF Suzuki Cup semi-finals.  The victory sparked
interest in football in the Philippines, a nation that
treats basketball almost as a religion.

Tuesday’s game began with a goalless opening half
but Kevin Ingreso later headed home to level for the
Azkals who then made sure of their place in next
year’s tournament with a last-minute penalty that was
converted by Younghusband.  It happened to be the
50th international goal of Younghusband.  “It was so
emotional because of the way the game went. It’s the
happiest football moment so far in my professional
career,” he said.  “All I was thinking about is we quali-
fied for the Asian Cup. Anything else is a bonus.” 

Younghusband, who has been playing in
Philippines football for 13 years, described the Azkals’
journey to being among the top 24 teams in Asia as a
“rollercoaster ride”.  He said the victory would
prompt more interest in football in the Southeast

Asian nation ahead of the World Cup in  Russia in
June.  “Football will again be on people’s minds and
attract new fans, bring back old fans and with the
World Cup coming up, this is the perfect timing,” he
said.  Younghusband urged for fan support, adding
the Azkals will be going up against teams in the Asian
Cup where football is the main sport.   “I grew up in
England where football is a big sport but rugby, crick-
et are also popular. It can be the same in the
Philippines. It just needs good organisation and a lot
of support.” —AFP
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MANILA: Phil Younghusband (R) of the
Philippines celebrating after scoring the
winning goal against Tajikistan. — AFP


