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Sarri targets first 
Juventus trophy 
against Napoli
MILAN: Maurizio Sarri takes on his former
club Napoli in today’s Italian Cup final looking
for his first trophy as Juventus coach days
before Serie A resumes after a three-month
shutdown.

Juventus are chasing a record-extending
14th Italian Cup against five-time winners
Napoli in Rome, after the Turin giants’ four-
year cup-winning streak was ended last sea-
son.

Sarri took over at Juventus one year ago
after a season with Chelsea during which the
Premier League side won the Europa League.
Before that the 61-year-old spent three sea-
sons with Napoli, battling Juventus for the
title, before falling out with club owner Aurelio
De Laurentiis.

Sarri claimed he only found out he had been
sacked and replaced by Carlo Ancelotti when
he switched on the television. De Laurentiis
blasted his former coach on Monday.

“He (Sarri) betrayed me, he left with the
vulgar excuse of money, forced me to change,
and stil l  had a two-year contract,” De
Laurentiis told Corriere dello Sport.

Sarri’s return to Napoli’s Stadio San Paolo
ended in a 2-1 league defeat in January. But
the former Chelsea manager will have another
chance for just the second trophy of his 30-
year coaching career at an empty Stadio
Olimpico.

A win would help the eight-time defending
Serie A champions set the tone when the title
battle resumes next week, with Lazio just one
point behind in second place.

RONALDO V MERTENS 
Juventus striker Gonzalo Higuain, who helped

Napoli to their last Italian Cup triumph in 2014
and was Serie A’s top-scorer with 36 goals
under Sarri in the 2015–2016 season, remains a
doubt for the Turin side with a thigh injury.

Cristiano Ronaldo, who missed a penalty in
Friday’s semi-final second leg against AC
Milan, will start up front for Juventus, while
Napoli winger Dries Mertens is fresh from
breaking the club’s all-time scoring record
with a last-four goal against Inter Milan.

Ronaldo, who has scored 25 goals this sea-
son, can lift a 30th career trophy in Rome.
“The missed penalty was unfortunate,” said
Sarri. “It will take a little patience.

“The players have been on their sofas for
weeks, and so getting them back to complete
physical and mental efficiency is not simple or
automatic.”

Napoli are sixth in Serie A, and chasing
their first trophy since 2014, after a difficult
start to the season with Gennaro Gattuso
replacing Ancelotti in December.

The last time the two teams met in a final
was the Italian Super Cup in December 2014,
with Napoli coming out on top. Napoli and
Juventus last met in an Italian Cup final eight
years ago, with the southerners winning 2-0 at
the Stadio Olimpico for their first major trophy
in 22 years. —AFP

PARIS:  As football around Europe returns after a
long suspension, UEFA is set to announce the format
for the latter stages of the Champions League at a
key meeting today which will also raise the thorny
issue of the postponed, pan-continental Euro 2020.

The Champions League was frozen in mid-March
before the last-16 stage had been completed, as the
sport ground to a halt when the coronavirus pan-
demic began to take hold.

Initially, European football’s governing body had
hoped to finish its flagship competition — along
with the Europa League and women’s Champions
League — by the end of June.

It soon became clear that such an outcome was
overly optimistic, and during the peak of the pan-
demic in Europe any
prospect of finishing the
season at all looked slim.

Nevertheless, UEFA
has for some time been
working on a way of com-
pleting its season in
August, which looks feasi-
ble as leagues restart and
the European death toll
from Covid-19 slows.

With that in mind, the
Executive Committee
meeting, to be held by videoconference, is set to
approve the idea of a “Final Eight” in Lisbon, as
widely reported by media across Europe in
recent days.

That would mean finding a way to play out the
four remaining last 16, second legs before bringing
together all the  quarter-finalists in Portugal’s capital
for a series of one-off games to crown the European
champions. According to reports, the final would be
on August 23.

In the current context, grouping all teams togeth-

er in one place and reducing travel is the wisest
solution, although it remains to be seen how many
fans, if any, could attend.

Football in most countries is being played behind
closed doors, yet UEFA’s meeting comes in the same
week many EU member states — Portugal among
them — opened up once again to foreign visitors.

The final was scheduled to be played in Istanbul
on May 30 and only last week Turkey’s Sports
Minister, Mehmet Kasapoglu, expressed confidence
that the city would not lose out.

“I have no doubt it will take place in the best way
in Turkey. We’re confident that we will receive good
news on June 17,” he said. However, last month the
New York Times reported that Istanbul could

instead be awarded a
future final, when it is safe
for fans to travel in large
numbers.

FEWER HOSTS FOR
EURO 2020? 

Gdansk in Poland was
slated to host the Europa
League final but that com-
petition also looks set to
finish in a watered down
“Final Eight” format.

German newspaper Bild reported last week that
the closing stages would be switched to the region
around the western city of Cologne.

A similar format could be brought in for the
women’s Champions League, the final of which was
due to be played in Vienna. UEFA’s announcements
will have a knock-on effect on when next season can
start around Europe. Everything could be derailed
by a second wave of coronavirus infections.

Euro 2020 was meant to be in full swing by now,
but postponing the tournament by 12 months was

one of the first big decisions taken as the crisis
intensified.

Staging the European Championship in 12 differ-
ent countries, from as far apart as Baku and Saint
Petersburg to Dublin and Bilbao, already looked
questionable before the virus struck.

Now UEFA must potentially make some big deci-
sions about its format, and president Aleksander
Ceferin recently hinted that the number of host cities

could be reduced.
In an interview with beIN Sports, he admitted to

having “some issues” with three unnamed cities. “In
principle, we will do it in 12 cities. But if not, we are
ready to do it in 10, nine or eight,” he said.

That could leave some hosts — just like Istanbul
— less than happy, making this week’s meeting a
potentially delicate diplomatic operation for UEFA
to go along with all the logistical challenges. —AFP

Football in most countries is being played behind closed doors

Key UEFA meeting to decide on way
forward for suspended Champions League

NYON: File photo taken on March 17, 2020 in Nyon shows the Euro 2020 logo at the headquarters
of UEFA, the European football’s governing body, amid spread of novel coronavirus (COVID-19). D-
365 before Euro-2020, which should have started on June 12, 2020, and has been rescheduled to
2021 after UEFA postponing the European Championship due to the novel coronavirus. —AFP

Hong Kong firm 
puts Premier League 
on road to recovery
HONG KONG: The thousands of coronavirus
tests that have enabled the Premier League to
return this week have an unlikely source — a lit-
t le-known start-up in Hong Kong.
Prenetics/Circle DNA is playing a key role in
rebooting the world’s most popular football
league after landing a £4 million ($5 million) con-
tract to screen its players and staff.

The company has set up stations at each of the
Premier League’s 20 clubs, carrying out testing
twice a week — using partner laboratories in
Britain — in the run-up to today’s return to play. So
far, 8,687 deep-throat and nasal swab tests have
turned up 16 cases, with Tottenham Hotspur,

Norwich City, Bournemouth, Watford and Burnley
all revealing positive results.

The screening, with results available within 48
hours, has been a major factor in the return of the
Premier League, whose global appeal is exemplified
by its huge following in Asia. “We’re very proud to
be able to do this role,” co-founder and CEO Danny
Yeung told AFP at the company’s office-and-labo-
ratory complex in Hong Kong.

“I think our entire team will feel very proud when
the Premier League comes back to action.” The
Premier League contract was a departure for the
Hong Kong firm, whose core business is carrying
out DNA tests for consumers keen to know their
health risks for diseases such as cancer.

Discussions began about two months ago, after
the pandemic had halted professional sport world-
wide and as competitions searched for ways to
restart safely. Prenetics/Circle DNA is now in talks
with other major competitions, including Spain’s La
Liga. COVID-19 looks likely to linger as a hazard

for professional sport until a vaccine is available.
“Right now we are talking to all the major sports

associations,” said Yeung. “These are your rugbys,
your crickets, racing, et cetera. So you name it, I
think we’re speaking to a lot of these major organi-
sations.”

Yeung’s company is also offering individual tests
to people in Hong Kong on a not-for-profit basis,
charging HK$985 ($127) a time. “For us, we’re treat-
ing COVID-19 not really from a profit perspective,
but because we do have the responsibility to do
something for COVID,” he said.

“And certainly if the community gets back a little
bit to normal, it’s better for everyone involved —
the community, our employees and our future busi-
ness. “Ultimately we feel that if we are to fight
COVID it’s not one company that can do this,”
Yeung added. 

“It needs to be a collaboration between the pub-
lic and private sector and multiple companies need
to pull together to have a solution.” —AFP

Cricket 
Australia 
chief resigns 
SYDNEY: Cricket Australia chief
executive Kevin Roberts resigned
yesterday after the troubled organisa-
tion’s board demanded a leadership
“reset” as anger simmers over its han-
dling of the coronavirus crisis.

Roberts’ departure makes him the
third Australian sporting chief to fall
on his sword during the pandemic,
after Rugby Australia’s Raelene Castle
and the National Rugby League’s
Todd Greenberg.

CA chairman Earl Eddings said T20
World Cup chief Nick Hockley would
take over from Roberts on an interim
basis while an international search
was conducted for a permanent
replacement.

“Kevin feels, and the board agrees,
that now’s the right time for new lead-
ership at Cricket Australia to reset the
organisation to bounce back from
COVID-19,” Eddings told reporters.

Eddings refused to detail why
Roberts was heading for the exit
barely halfway through his three-year
contract.

However, former Australian wicket-
keeper Ian Healy said Roberts had
lost the confidence of those involved
in the game by over-reacting to the
financial risks posed by the virus.

“He’s led a panic, a very premature
panic, on the pandemic for no great
reason and no reason he’s been able
to explain transparently to the states
and the players,” Healy told
Melbourne’s SEN radio.

Roberts laid off most of Cricket
Australia’s staff and tried to slash
budgets to state bodies and players,
arguing revenues would be hit hard
by the virus.

However, there was widespread
pushback after it became clear that
most of Australia’s home season,
including a lucrative Test series
against India, was likely to go ahead.

The 47-year-old, a former opening
batsman for New South Wales, was
never a popular figure after spear-
heading CA’s failed move in 2017 to
cut player payments.

The highlights of his short tenure

were hosting the women’s T20 World
Cup, won by Australia in March, and
reintegrating disgraced leaders Steve
Smith and David Warner into the
men’s Test team after the ball-tamper-
ing scandal in 2018.

“He’s worked tirelessly to steady
the ship and rebuild cricket’s standing
in the community,” Eddings said. CA
said a restructuring plan for all levels
of cricket in Australia would be
released this week. —AFP

MELBOURNE: File photo taken on October 3, 2018 shows Cricket Australia’s
CEO Kevin Roberts speaking during a press conference after being appoint-
ed to the top position in Melbourne. Roberts resigned on June 16, 2020 after
the troubled organisation’s board demanded a leadership “reset” as anger
simmers over its handling of the coronavirus crisis. — AFP

Overly 
optimistic

CA admits T20 
WCup plans 
‘unrealistic’
SYDNEY: Staging the Twenty20
World Cup in Australia this year is
“unrealistic” in the midst of a global
coronavirus pandemic, Cricket
Australia (CA) chairman Earl Eddings
admitted yesterday.

The tournament is scheduled to
take place from October 18 to
November 15, and officials have previ-
ously said they are planning for it to
proceed on those dates.

But with many global borders still
shut due to virus-related travel
restrictions, Eddings conceded that
was looking increasingly unlikely.

“While it hasn’t been formally
called off this year, or postponed, try-
ing to get 16 countries into Australia in

the current world, where most coun-
tries are still going through COVID
spiking, I think it’s unrealistic, or it’s
going to be very, very difficult,” he
told reporters.

Eddings said Cricket Australia had
put forward a number of options to
the International Cricket Council
(ICC). “The ICC are having meetings
as we speak, it’s a bit of a movable
feast at the moment,” he said.

T20 World Cup chief executive
Nick Hockley, who yesterday took
over as interim Cricket Australia chief,
said he expected the ICC to make a
decision about the tournament’s future
next month.

“We’ve got a fantastic local organ-
ising committee who are busy prepar-
ing for every eventuality and the deci-
sion that will come,” he said.

‘POSITIVE CHATS’ 
Australia has so far enjoyed success

containing the virus, allowing it to ease
restrictions, including letting crowds

of up to 10,000 into sports stadiums
from next month.

But strict international border
restrictions remain in place and there
are also limits on domestic movement
between states, creating an added
headache for an event where forty-
five matches are split between seven
cities.

Eddings said India’s Test tour in
December-January appeared set to go
ahead, with the tourists willing to
undergo quarantine to enter Australia.

“We’ve had a lot of very positive
chats with India, they’re very keen to
tour,” he said. “Now it’s a matter of
how we get over the hurdles with
COVID-19 for them to come into the
country.”

However, the T20 World Cup,
involving 15 visiting teams and sup-
port staff, presents a far greater logis-
tical challenge. The most likely sce-
nario appears to be rescheduling the
tournament until next year, but it will
depend on the status of the pandemic

and finding a spot in cricket’s crowded
calendar. Postponing the World Cup
could have a knock-on effect for the
Indian Premier League, which was
supposed to begin in March but has
been repeatedly pushed back.

The Board of Control for Cricket in
India is desperate to salvage the
world’s richest T20 tournament, even if
that means taking it overseas or play-
ing in empty stands.

While the BCCI has earmarked a
September-October window for the
event, delaying the T20 World Cup
would open up an attractive slot. 

The ICC last week said the situa-
tion regarding the T20 World Cup and
coronavirus was rapidly evolving but
insisted “planning for delivery of the
events in the scheduled window is
ongoing”.

“The health and well-being of
everyone involved is our priority and
other considerations fall out from
that,” ICC chief executive Manu
Sawhney said. —AFP


