
PARIS: The French Government became the latest
administration to impose limits on attendances at
public events in a bid to combat the dominant
Omicron variant of COVID-19 and inflicting yet
more financial pain on sports. The French
announced attendances would be restricted to
5,000 outdoors and 2,000 indoors for three weeks
beginning next Monday.

It is a measure Pierre Venayre, director general
of European Champions Cup finalists La Rochelle,
described as a ‘massive blow to professional rugby’.
The French follow the Scottish, Welsh and Irish
administrations in deciding the restrictions are nec-

essary as Omicron takes hold. South Africa cricket
authorities also decided to hold the three Test series
with India behind closed doors.

This latest restrictions follows after crowds were
barred for months globally when COVID first struck
in 2020. Sporting competitions globally have been
taking a hit of late with increasing postponements
of matches due to positive tests within clubs. The
last round of France’s elite Top 14 rugby program on
Sunday and Monday was decimated and the English
Premier League has had 15 matches postponed over
the past few weeks.

England, though, have taken no measures to
reduce sizes of crowds instead insisting on either
proof of vaccination or a negative test taken within
the past 48 hours. Lost revenue from postponed
matches can at least be recuperated at a later date
when they are finally played. However, for those
which take place in front of reduced crowds there is
no making up their losses unless governments come
up with compensation packages.

French fourth division side Vannes had been

looking forward to a financial bonanza in hosting
French giants Paris Saint Germain in the French Cup
on Monday. Now their dreams have been shattered
as their 9,600 sell-out has been reduced to 5,000
and according to their president Maxime Ray losses
in revenue of 250,000 euros ($282,000). “We are
missing out on what is a fortune to us,” he said.

‘Disproportionate to reality’ 
Whilst the French government mull over a com-

pensation package, the Welsh administration have
put one in place. Economy minister Vaughan
Gething announced a £3 million ($3.97 million)
spectator sports fund will be available to support
those clubs affected by the loss of revenue.
However, for Welsh rugby clubs that will not make
up for the losses of having no spectators at all.

The Scarlets and Cardiff Blues are already lick-

ing their wounds over a loss of £250,000
(297,000 euro, $335,000) each due to their trip
to South Africa where their matches were post-
poned owing to COVID. With both of them due to
play fellow Welsh opposition on January 1 - nor-
mally a money spinner as the festive period is
when they can expect packed stadia - in the
United Rugby Championship they are preparing
for further losses.

“The commercial impacts to all of us as clubs is
catastrophic without significant further support,”
said Scarlets chairman Simon Muderack. For Irish
rugby too the scenario is bleak with the government
having imposed capacity for outdoor venues to
50% or 5,000 people - whichever figure is lower -
and will remain in place till January 30. That date
falls before the beginning of the Six Nations -
Ireland host Wales on February 5. — AFP 
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News in brief

Ferran signs for Barcelona 

PARIS: Spanish international Ferran Torres
signed for cash-strapped Barcelona on Tuesday
from Manchester City, the Catalan side
announced. Despite their financial struggles,
Barcelona have agreed a deal worth an initial 55
million euros ($62 million, £47 million) for the 21-
year-old. “FC Barcelona has reached an agree-
ment with Manchester City for the transfer of
Ferran Torres,” Barcelona said in a statement on
their website. “The player has signed a contract
for the next five seasons, until 30 June 2027. “His
buyout clause has been set at 1,000 million
euros.” Torres scored 16 goals in 43 appearances
for City since joining from Valencia last year but
this season has been disrupted by a fractured
foot that has kept him out since October. He won
the Premier League, League Cup and reached
the final of the Champions League during his
only full season in Manchester. — AFP 

Arteta tests positive for COVID 

LONDON: Arsenal manager Mikel Arteta has
tested positive for COVID-19 for a second time
and will miss the Premier League clash with lead-
ers Manchester City on Saturday, the club said.
The 39-year-old Spaniard’s first positive test was
in March 2020 which prompted English football
to shut down as the pandemic took hold. He is the
latest Premier League manager to test positive in
the last few weeks following Aston Villa’s Steven
Gerrard and Patrick Vieira of Crystal Palace. A
club statement read: “Mikel Arteta will miss our
match against Manchester City on New Year’s
Day after testing positive for COVID-19. “Mikel is
isolating in line with Government guidelines and
we wish him well.” Arteta - whose side have
rebounded from a disappointing start to rise to
fourth place after winning their last five matches
in all competitions - is still expected to conduct
his press conference. — AFP  

NFL great Madden dies 

LOS ANGELES: Former NFL coach John
Madden, who guided the Oakland Raiders to a
Super Bowl victory before embarking on a suc-
cessful broadcasting career and pioneering a
blockbuster video game franchise, has died. He
was 85. With his distinctive voice and folksy,
everyman persona, Madden became a fixture
of NFL broadcasts during a 30-year commen-
tary career that began in 1979 and concluded
with Super Bowl 43 in February 2009. It was a
testament to Madden’s status as a beloved
broadcaster, and later involvement as the voice
of the smash hit “Madden NFL” video game
series, that his remarkable achievements as a
coach have often been overlooked. “Nobody
loved football more than Coach,” NFL commis-
sioner Roger Goodell said in a statement.  “He
was football.” The league said Madden died
“unexpectedly” on Tuesday morning, but did
not give a cause of death. — AFP  

Warner eyes one more crack 

MELBOURNE: David Warner has hinted he is
keen for one last Ashes tour in 2023 to make
amends for his failed campaign in England two
years ago, drawing inspiration from veteran
seamer Jimmy Anderson. The explosive
Australian opener would be approaching 37
should he retain his place that long and in all
likelihood would have joined the 100-Test club.
He currently has 89 caps. Winning in India is
also on his bucket list before pulling up stumps
on a Test career that has so far yielded 7,551
runs at 48.40. “Winning the Ashes here was
obviously a big one,” Warner said after Australia
crushed England in the third Test in Melbourne
to retain the Ashes. “We still haven’t beaten
India in India, that would be nice to do. “And
England away-we had a drawn series (in 2019)
but hopefully if I manage to get that opportuni-
ty, I might think about going back.” —AFP 

CAF Champions League rivalry

JOHANNESBURG: Title-holders Al Ahly of
Egypt and Mamelodi Sundowns of South
Africa will meet in the CAF Champions League
for the fourth consecutive season after the
groups draw was made in Cairo on Tuesday.
Record 10-time champions Ahly and one-time
winners Sundowns were placed in Group A
with Sudanese clubs Al Hilal and Al Merrikh.
South Africa-born Ahly coach Pitso Mosimane
made the draw under the supervision of a
Confederation of African Football official and
appeared happy at the prospect of facing his
former club Sundowns. Mosimane mastermind-
ed a sensational 5-1 quarter-final triumph by
Sundowns over Ahly in 2019, but could not pre-
vent the Cairo Red Devils gaining revenge the
following season with a 3-1 overall victory. The
coach was in the Ahly dugout when the teams
were drawn together at the last-eight stage for
a third straight season and once again the
Egyptians advanced 3-1 on aggregate. — AFP  

CENTURION: South Africa’s Dean Elgar plays a shot during the fourth day of the first Test cricket match
between South Africa and India at SuperSport Park in Centurion yesterday. — AFP 
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Mbappe staying 
at PSG for now
PARIS: Want-away striker Kylian Mbappe said
Tuesday he would finish the current season with
Paris Saint-Germain, at which time he becomes a
free agent. The brilliant 23-year-old striker was
asked if he would be joining Real Madrid any time
soon in an interview with CNN, and he had a sharp
response. “Not in January,” said Mbappe, who
Madrid tried to buy in July with an audacious bid of
180 million euros ($209 million). PSG had just
signed Lionel Messi from Barcelona, but turned
down Madrid’s hefty offer.

But with the transfer market about to reopen,
Madrid are expected to make another move.

Mbappe poured cold water on that a day after
picking up “Best Men’s Player of the Year” from
Globe Soccer at a ceremony at the Burj Khalifa in
Dubai. “I’m with PSG and I’m happy. I’ll finish the
season here 100 percent,” he said. “I’ll be giving
everything to win the Champions League, the
championship and the French Cup,” he added
before refocussing on Madrid, who his club meet in
the next round of the Champions League.

“The main thing I have in mind is beating Real
Madrid in February and in March,” he said. Mbappe
said he had no regrets over revealing his desire to
join Madrid. “I was being honest, saying what was
in my heart,” he said. In October Mbappe confirmed
he had told Paris Saint-Germain last July he wanted
to leave the club. The French World Cup winner has
declined a contract extension as the clock ticks
down. Mbappe joined PSG from Monaco for a deal
worth a total of 180 million euros in 2017. — AFP 

France’s forward Kylian Mbappe

Dortmund eager 
to settle Erling 
Haaland’s future
BERLIN: Erling Haaland is one of the hottest prop-
erties in European football and his Bundesliga club
Borussia Dortmund are eager to learn if they will
lose their star striker in 2022. The 21-year-old has
scored a phenomenal 76 goals in 75 games for
Dortmund since his arrival from Red Bull Salzburg
in January 2020. A release clause in his Dortmund
contract, valid until 2024, could allow Haaland to
leave in 2022 and club CEO Hans-Joachim Watzke
wants to know what the player’s agent Mino Raiola
has planned. “We will talk in the next few weeks,”
Watzke said in early December, “and we will all
make sure that we don’t wait until March or April to
know the decision.”

In March of this year, Haaland became the fastest
player to reach the milestone of 20 Champions
League goals in a record 14 games. By comparison,
Cristiano Ronaldo needed 56 Champions League
games to reach the same goal tally. Lionel Messi

took 40 matches. At the same age as Haaland (21
years, six months), Ronaldo - the Champions
League’s all-time top-scorer with 140 goals - had
yet to score in Europe. Haaland has a contract at
Dortmund until 2024, but a release clause, report-
edly for around 80 million euros ($90 million)
becomes active next year.

‘Next step’ 
Haaland’s agent Mino Raiola fuelled speculation

recently by claiming there is “a strong chance Erling
will leave Dortmund, maybe this summer, maybe
next summer”. “He can - and wants - to take the
next step,” Raiola added, listing Bayern Munich,
Real Madrid, Barcelona and Manchester City as
possibilities. “When he signed for Dortmund, we all
knew that this next step would come.” Barcelona
president Joan Laporta has already met Raiola,
while Bayern president Herbert Hainer said before
Christmas that they were out of the running. “I only
know for sure that Real Madrid are very interested
in him,” Watzke revealed recently, adding that he
“could also name 25 other clubs.” Dortmund have
brushed off the constant speculation. “We are used
to it, sometimes more, sometimes less,” Dortmund
coach Marco Rose said of the speculation. “We take
it as it is.” — AFP 

Newcastle’s trip to 
Everton postponed 
LONDON: Newcastle’s Premier League clash at
Everton today has been postponed after a coron-
avirus outbreak in Eddie Howe’s squad. Newcastle
held Manchester United to a 1-1 draw on Monday
despite several Covid cases and injury absences.
Howe was also set to be without Callum Wilson and
Allan Saint-Maximin against Everton after both
limped off against United. Fearing they would not
be able to field a full team at Goodison Park, second
bottom Newcastle asked for the game to be can-
celled and the Premier League agreed.

It is the 16th English top-flight match to be post-
poned due to COVID issues in December as the
Omicron variant causes chaos with the fixture list.
“Everton’s match against Newcastle at Goodison
Park, due to be played at 1930 today, has regret-
tably been postponed,” a Premier League state-
ment said on Tuesday. “The board accepted
Newcastle’s postponement application as the club
does not have the required number of players avail-
able for the match (13 outfield players and one
goalkeeper), due to Covid-19 cases and injuries.

“The board was able to make its decision in
advance of the fixture to give clarity to the affected
clubs and their fans. We apologize for the inconven-
ience and disruption caused to supporters’ festive
plans.” Tuesday’s games between Arsenal and
Wolves and Leeds against Aston Villa were also
postponed because of COVID outbreaks. Just
before Christmas, Premier League chiefs insisted
they would not halt the season despite pleas from
several managers for a “circuit breaker” to limit the
spread of the virus. The league has given clubs
“emergency” protocols to follow as they battle to
keep the virus in check.

“The league is aware that the decisions in the
last week to postpone matches will disappoint sup-
porters, and understands their frustrations at a spe-
cial time of year when fans look forward to attend-
ing and watching football games,” the statement
said. “The league aims to provide as much clarity as
possible, but unfortunately postponements some-
times have to be made at short notice, as safety is
our priority. Where possible, the league will
endeavour to keep supporters updated if games
become at risk on a matchday. — AFP 

DORTMUND: In this file photo, Dortmund’s Norwegian forward Erling Haaland heads the ball to score his
team’s 4:0 goal during the UEFA Champions League Group C football match BVB Borussia Dortmund v
Besiktas in Dortmund. — AFP 


