
PARIS: With French football reeling this season
due to repeated incidents of crowd violence, Lille’s
achievement in reaching the Champions League last
16 comes as a much-needed bright spot. While an
all-star Paris Saint-Germain dominate the headlines,
Lille have followed up their remarkable Ligue 1 title
triumph last season by making it through to the
knockout stages of Europe’s elite club competition
for the first time since 2006/07.

That they did it by winning their group, while
PSG only came second behind Manchester City in

their section, is all the more notable. A Champions
League group also containing Red Bull Salzburg,
Sevilla and Wolfsburg may not have been the
toughest in the competition, but it was the most
competitive. Lille did not win any of their first three
games but bounced back to win all of their final
three matches, including beating Wolfsburg 3-1 in
Germany on Wednesday, to top their group.

Now they will be seeded in Monday’s last-16
draw, ensuring they will avoid many of the biggest
names, although holders Chelsea are among the

potential opponents. “It is the first time Lille have
won their group, so it is a historic achievement,”
said coach Jocelyn Gourvennec. “It is an important
moment in the history of the club. We have done
Ligue 1 proud.” Lille won the title in May despite
being burdened by big debts, and they saw inspira-
tional manager Christophe Galtier leave for rivals
Nice, while outstanding goalkeeper Mike Maignan
and midfielder Boubakary Soumare were sold.

Eyebrows were raised when Gourvennec, out of
management since leaving modest Guingamp after

their relegation in 2019, was appointed as Galtier’s
successor. Their title defense has not got off the
ground and they remain in the bottom half despite
winning their last two matches. Their European form
should now provide a lift for a club that boasts
France’s top scorer in Canadian hitman Jonathan
David, who has 11 Ligue 1 goals and 14 in all com-
petitions. The only question now is whether they
will be able to hold onto their best players in the
January transfer window, with French international
Jonathan Ikone one who could be sold. —AFP 
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News in brief

Benzema fit for Madrid derby 

MADRID: Real Madrid manager Carlo
Ancelotti said yesterday that forward Karim
Benzema, who injured a leg last weekend
against Real Sociedad, “will play” the derby
against Atletico Madrid today. “Benzema
trained today, he has good feelings, he is avail-
able and he will play tomorrow,” Ancelotti told
a press conference. The derby is already cru-
cial for the race for the title. Victory would put
Real Madrid 13 points ahead of reigning cham-
pions Atletico at the top of the standings. “If we
win, we will simply have three points more than
a direct opponent, who will be fighting with us
until the end, I am sure,” Ancelotti said. “The
statistics say that there are only three points at
stake, but there is also the emotional aspect,”
he added. — AFP  

Racing crush Northampton

NORTHAMPTON: Racing 92 overwhelmed
Northampton 45-14 on Friday in the opening
match of the European Rugby Cup season. Finn
Russell orchestrated the Parisian attack with
four “assists” in Northampton. The Scottish fly-
half set up two tries for winger Juan Imhoff and
two of flanker Wenceslas Lauret’s three tries.
While the Saints, who are third in the English
Premiership, went through hell on their home
turf, Racing rebounded from three straight Top
14 losses in emphatic style. “We said we want-
ed a reaction,” said Lauret. “The European Cup
is important to us and we wanted to find our-
selves, to regain confidence. Mission accom-
plished.” The French club went for the throat
from the start. Two penalties from Maxime
Machenaud put the visitors six points up after
four minutes. — AFP 

No fans at Chinese football 

BEIJING: The Chinese Super League will be
played behind closed doors because of the
pandemic when it resumes after a four-month
break. Matches in China’s top flight restart
today after a hiatus so that the national side
could concentrate on World Cup qualifiers. But
after fans were permitted at some games earli-
er this year, they won’t be allowed “in order to
protect the health of the public”, the CSL said
in a statement. It comes with the Beijing Winter
Olympics less than two months away. The CSL
will determine at a later date whether games
can be opened back up to the public, based on
the COVID situation at the time. Teams will
square off in two cities-Suzhou and
Guangzhou-with the championship decided
early next month. Tens of thousands of specta-
tors were allowed to attend games earlier this
year as China largely brought the pandemic
under control. — AFP 

Watford not fit for ‘battle’

LONDON: Watford manager Claudio Ranieri
said his side have to learn to battle for their
place in the Premier League after conceding
twice in the final six minutes to lose 2-1 at
Brentford on Friday. Ranieri’s men were head-
ing six points clear of the relegation zone
thanks to an Emmanuel Dennis header mid-
way through the first half. But they failed to
hold out as Watford slipped to a sixth defeat
in seven league games. “It is a missed oppor-
tunity,” said Ranieri. “We knew it was an
important game.  “The Brentford team were
ready for the battle and some of my players
weren’t. Every situation is a fight and we have
to be smarter.” Brentford were still missing
talismanic striker Ivan Toney due to a positive
test for coronavirus, but the Bees turned the
game around in a dramatic finale. Captain
Pontus Jansson powered home a header for
his first goal for the club from Marcus Forss’
flick on. — AFP 

Bach warns of ‘problem’ sports 

LAUSANNE: IOC president Thomas Bach has
warned that the continued inclusion of
weightlifting, boxing and modern pentathlon in
the Games was in doubt but that skateboard-
ing, climbing and surfing would be kept on the
program in Los Angeles in 2028. Speaking at a
press conference at the end of a three-day
International Olympic Committee Executive
Board in Lausanne, Bach also expressed thinly-
veiled frustration with FIFA and announced
that the three nominees for IOC seats included
a refugee athlete. Bach called boxing and
weightlifting the IOC’s “problem children”. He
laid out what the International Weightlifting
Federation (IWF) and the International Boxing
Association (AIBA) must do to be included at
the next Games in Paris in 2024. “AIBA must
demonstrate that it has addressed concerns
around its governance, its financial transparen-
cy and the integrity of its refereeing and judg-
ing,” Bach said. — AFP 

WOLFSBURG: Lille’s Canadian forward Jonathan David (left) scores past Wolfsburg’s Belgian goalkeeper
Koen Casteels during the UEFA Champions League group G football match VfL Wolfsburg v Lille LOSC in
Wolfsburg. — AFP 

Kazma on top
as Kuwait
stunned in 
premier league
By Ahmad Jabr

KUWAIT: Kazma climbed to the top
of the Kuwait Premier League stand-
ings after former leaders Kuwait were
stunned by Salmiya 1-0 on Friday -
suffering their first defeat of the sea-
son. Kazma had beaten Al-Shabab 1-0
two days earlier, improving to 10
points from four matches overall.
Meanwhile, Kuwait’s total points froze
at nine as they sit in second place
ahead of Qadisiya on goal difference.

Salmiya meanwhile remains in sixth
place with seven points behind Al-

Arabi, who have the same number of
points but are ahead on goal differ-
ence. Hussain Al-Mousawi scored
Salmiya’s goal in the first half during
the match held at Thamer Stadium in
Salmiya. Al-Arabi beat Al-Fahaheel 2-
1 in an early Week 4 matchup on
Wednesday, while Qadisiya struggled
to beat Al-Tadhamon 3-2 at home
with a late goal from Jamaican inter-
national Romario Williams. Al-Nasr
were able to stay in fourth place with
a narrow 1-0 win against Al-Yarmouk.

Kuwait look to regroup and take
the lead at least temporarily when
they host Al-Fahaheel  on
Wednesday, while Kazma have a
tougher task as they visit titlehold-
ers Al-Arabi  three days later.
Salmiya look to keep the momentum
of their win going when they visit
Al-Tadhamon, while Qadisiya and
Al-Nasr look to avoid any slumbers
as they go against Al-Yarmouk and
Al-Shabab, respectively.

KUWAIT: Salmiya’s Mohammad Al-Huwaidi #8 vies for the ball against Kuwait’s
Meshari Al-Azmi #4 during their match at Thamer Stadium in Salmiya on
Friday. —KUNA photo

Lille’s Champions League run 
gives French football a lift

Football reeling due to repeated incidents of crowd violence

COVID-postponed 
Spurs v Rennes tie
cancelled
LAUSANNE: UEFA yesterday announced the can-
cellation of Tottenham’s COVID-postponed Europa
Conference League game against Rennes. The two
clubs were unable to find a suitable date to resched-
ule Thursday’s game and “as a consequence, the
match can no longer be played”, European football’s
governing body explained. UEFA’s disciplinary wing
will determine a result for the scrapped fixture. The
ruling will please Group G winners Rennes. The
French side had flown to London and accused Spurs
of making a “unilateral decision” in calling off the
match on Wednesday.

Tottenham were level on points with third-placed
Vitesse Arnhem and required a win to seal second
and go through to the play-off round. But according
to UEFA rules Antonio Conte’s side face being
declared 3-0 losers, ending their participation in the
third-tier competition. Conte revealed on the eve of
the game in north London that eight of his players
and five members of staff had tested positive for
COVID-19. Rennes go on a winter break on
December 22 and did not take the postponement well.

They accused Spurs of causing “London fog” by
refusing to tell them how many cases they had and
informing them on Wednesday afternoon that the game

would be played-only to call it off an hour after they
had arrived in the British capital. Tottenham’s Premier
League match at Brighton today has also been post-
poned. Spurs were forced to close their first-team
training centre on Wednesday as a result of the severe
outbreak. Their Premier League match at Leicester on
December 16 will also be in doubt, not only due to the
situation in Conte’s squad but because the Foxes have
been hit by a less widespread Covid outbreak.

The postponement of further games will cause sig-

nificant scheduling problems for Tottenham, who have
already had a Premier League game at Burnley in
November called off because of snow. In response to
Tottenham’s virus problems, the Premier League are
reported to have told their 20 clubs to resume emer-
gency protocols to combat the spread of the Omicron
variant. Clubs with high vaccination rates had relaxed
some of the measures but must now reimpose restric-
tions after the British government announced a return
to stricter protocols on Wednesday. —AFP 

LOIRE: Rennes’ French forward Martin Terrier celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal during the
French L1 football match between at the Geoffrey Guichard stadium Saint-Etienne, central France. — AFP 

Cardinals can clinch 
NFL a playoff berth 
LOS ANGELES: The Arizona Cardinals take a
league-leading 10-2 record into their marquee
Monday-night clash against the Los Angeles Rams,
seeking to clinch their first NFL playoff berth since
2015 with a victory. Arizona quarterback Kyler
Murray says the Cardinals - who have won all seven
of their road games but are just 3-2 at home - need
to get off to a hot start when they play for the first
time in almost a month at their State Farm Stadium.

“That’s something that has to be different than it
has been,” Murray said. “Our closer games have been
at home. We’ve started slow at home. We’ve got to
somehow bring that type of (away) energy and it’s
got to be different, because what we’ve been doing
hasn’t been working.” The Rams are coming off a 37-
7 rout of the Jacksonville Jaguars last week and try-
ing to gain ground on the Cardinals in the NFC West

division. Cards coach Kliff Kingsbury expects
Murray to shine on the national stage.

Despite missing three games this season with an
ankle injury the third-year pro is in the Most
Valuable Player conversation along with veteran
greats Tom Brady and Aaron Rodgers. This season he
has become the fourth-youngest player ever to pass
for 10,000 career yards and leads the NFL in passer
rating. This season he  completed at least 70 percent
of his passes in half a dozen games. Against the
Chicago Bears last week the nimble QB rushed for a
season-high 59 yards and two touchdowns.

That was his first game back from injury, and
Murray said he was, as expected, sore after it. But he
expected to be at full strength against the Rams. The
Rams can pull within one game of the Cardinals in
the division with a win. Rams quarterback Matthew
Stafford is eager to make that happen and expunge
the memory of a 37-20 loss to Arizona earlier this
season. “I think the later you get into the season, the
games, you don’t have that many left. And you’ve got
to go out there and make them count,” Stafford said.
“It’s a big game in the division.”

With so much at stake, Murray, who won the
prestigious Heisman Trophy, awarded to the top col-
lege player, has said he’s more focused on winning
than individual awards, but he acknowledged this
week it felt good to hear his name mentioned in the
MVP discussion. “As far as being mentioned up there
with Tom Brady, Aaron Rodgers, those types of guys,
those are guys you look up to, the best to ever play
the game, so it’s definitely an honor,” he said.
“Hopefully, we keep playing at a high level.” Brady’s
Tampa Bay Buccaneers and Rodgers’s Green Bay
Packers both have a chance to clinch playoff spots
today, but each would need not only a win but help
from other results. 

Rodgers leads the Packers against NFC North
rivals Chicago while Brady and the Super Bowl
champion Bucs take on the Buffalo Bills. Rodgers
made headlines in the season’s first Packers-Bears
clash in Chicago, where a sideline camera showed
him shouting “I still own you” after scoring a touch-
down in the Packers’ 24-14 victory. Rodgers, a three-
time NFL MVP, said he didn’t expect any blowback
from Bears players.  — AFP 


