
 

Hamstring injuries  
double in Europe 

 
LONDON: The number of hamstring injuries 
suffered by male professional footballers has 
doubled in Europe over the last 21 years, a 
study published on Wednesday has found. 
The research at Linkoping University in 
Sweden, funded by European governing body 
UEFA and published in the British Journal of 
Sports Medicine, found that the number of 
matches professional players miss with ham-
string problems has also doubled. 

Nearly 20 per cent of the hamstring 
injuries are recurrences; of which more than 
two-thirds occur within two months of a 
player returning to play. The study collected 
data from medical teams who reported 2,636 
hamstring injuries over 21 seasons. It found 
that the risk was 10 times higher in games 
than in training. Of the total of injuries, and 
1,714 (or 66 per cent) occurred in 343,738 
hours of match play hours and 922 (34 per 
cent) in 1,787,823 hours of training. 

Hamstring injuries caused an average lay-
off of 13 days. Over the 21 years, more and 
more of the injuries suffered by players were 
to the hamstring. In the first year, they were 
12 per cent of all injuries but rose to 24 per 
cent by the last. Over the same period, days 
lost to hamstring injuries doubled from 10 per 
cent to 20 per cent. A 25-player squad can 
expect about eight hamstring injuries every 
season. The researchers said they did not set 
out to find causes but suggested that a more 
physical play, demanding tactics and a 
crowded fixtures calendar may be to blame. 

“The intensity of elite men’s football has 
increased,” the researchers told the British 
Journal of Sports Medicine. “Professional play-
ers now undertake more high-intensity activi-
ties per match than they did previously and 
they also run faster than their predecessors.” 
“Professional players now work year-round 
apart from a 4-6 week break between seasons. 
Even during the traditional break between sea-
sons, players are often required to undertake 
pre-season tours which require intercontinen-
tal travel,” the researchers added. —AFP
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DOHA: England manager Gareth Southgate is 
wrestling with the biggest dilemma of his reign as he 
tries to plot a way to stop the “sensational” Kylian 
Mbappe in Saturday’s World Cup quarter-final. 
Southgate’s hopes of leading England to a third suc-
cessive semi-final at major tournaments hinge on find-
ing a solution to a problem that has proved impossible 
for any team to solve in Qatar. Just how do you sub-
due a player with Mbappe’s lethal combination of 
electric pace, balletic skill and clinical finishing? 

Australia, Denmark and Poland failed to come up 
with an appropriate answer as Mbappe scored in his 
three starts on route to the quarter-finals. Poland 
defender Matty Cash summed up the conundrum 
posed by Mbappe after the Paris Saint-Germain for-
ward’s brilliant two goals in France’s 3-1 last-16 victo-
ry on Sunday. 

“I didn’t know whether to drop off or go tight,” 
Cash said. “When I went tight he just spun in behind. 
When he gets the ball, stops and moves, he’s the 
quickest thing I’ve ever seen. “He’s a different level. 
Speed, movement, look at his finishing. He’s got 
everything.” Four years after playing a key role in 
France’s World Cup triumph in Russia, Mbappe is the 
tournament’s most feared player. The 23-year-old 
already has five goals in four games in Qatar, while 
his haul of nine career World Cup goals puts him level 
with Argentina’s Lionel Messi and one ahead of 
Portugal star Cristiano Ronaldo. 

Now it is Southgate’s turn to sit the daunting 
Mbappe exam. “Look, he is a world-class player who 
is always producing the moments when they are 
needed. That is what those top players do. That is the 
challenge we face,” Southgate said. So what will 

Southgate do to combat Mbappe’s threat? One 
answer would be to switch England’s 4-3-3 formation 
to a 3-4-3 or 3-5-2 system, which would allow Kyle 
Walker to move from right back to supplement the 
central defense. Southgate’s concern is to avoid a sit-
uation in which the pacy Mbappe and Ousmane 
Dembele can run at defender Harry Maguire and 
exploit his lack of speed. 

 
‘Burning my legs’ 

Moving Walker would give Maguire help but it 
would also leave Southgate open to fresh claims he is 
a negative coach more concerned with stifling the 
opposition than letting his own stars express them-
selves. Southgate was heavily criticized after his 
return to a 3-4-3 formation in the Euro 2020 final 
against Italy produced a tepid display that ended in a 
penalty shoot-out defeat. Instead of changing his for-
mation, Southgate may take inspiration from Walker’s 
role in Manchester City’s Champions League semi-
final first-leg win over Mbappe’s PSG last year. 

City boss Pep Guardiola asked Walker to muzzle 
Mbappe from right-back and he responded with a 
disciplined display that kept the star from scoring. “I 
can’t think of another right-back in the world that I’d 
want to put up against him,” former England defender 
Gary Neville said of Walker’s chances of subduing 
Mbappe. “Kyle will go closer to him, he has more 
pace than the Polish defenders. That’s not to say Kyle 
will mark him out of the game. This is a sensational 
player, the new best player in the world.” 

As well as Walker winning his one-on-one duels 
with Mbappe, Neville believes it is essential to 
reduce his service from Olivier Giroud and Antoine 

Griezmann. “If they can stop the service to Giroud 
and Griezmann in that  central  area, i t  means 
Mbappe’s receiving far less dangerous passes,” 
Neville said. But no matter how much England plan 
for Mbappe, Cash knows from painful experience 

that nothing can truly prepare them to face such a 
unique talent. “I spent the afternoon watching his 
clips, but I’m watching the videos while lying in bed. 
In real life, he’s burning my legs, that’s the differ-
ence, he said. —AFP

How do you stop Mbappe? England  
wrestle with World Cup conundrum

Southgate wrestling with the biggest dilemma of his reign
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England’s past  
World Cup woes  
weigh heavily  

 
DOHA: England will have to end 56 years of failure against 
elite opposition in the World Cup knockout stages if they 
are to end France’s reign as champions in Saturday’s block-
buster quarter-final. As if facing Kylian Mbappe and com-
pany wasn’t a daunting enough prospect for Gareth 
Southgate’s side, they also have decades of history stacked 
against them at the Al Bayt Stadium. Since beating West 
Germany in the 1966 World Cup final to clinch the only 
major prize in their history, England have lost every World 
Cup knockout stage encounter with countries that have lift-
ed the famous gold trophy. 

The Germans started the streak of futility when they 
gained revenge in the 1970 World Cup quarter-finals, while 
Diego Maradona’s ‘Hand of God’ goal and his sublime solo 
strike condemned England to defeat in the last eight in 
1986. It was West Germany delivering the knockout blow 
again in 1990, this time in a semi-final shoot-out that 
sparked decades of English angst about penalties. 

Argentina compounded England’s penalty pain in 1998 
with a shoot-out victory in the last 16. In 2002, Brazil’s 
Ronaldinho memorably caught David Seaman off his line 
with a long-range goal that sealed a 2-1 quarter-final win. 
Germany were back to haunt England in 2010 as a Frank 
Lampard shot that appeared to cross the line was contro-
versially not given as a goal in a 4-1 last 16 defeat. England’s 
struggles when faced with a quality rival have shown no 
signs of abating in the Southgate era. 

After uplifting knockout stages wins over Colombia and 
Sweden, England’s surprise run to the 2018 World Cup 
semi-finals came to a frustrating conclusion as eventual run-
ners-up Croatia came from behind to win 2-1 in Moscow. At 

the delayed Euro 2020, England enjoyed a rare cathartic 
moment against a highly-ranked opponent when they beat 
Germany 2-0 in the last 16. But that German team was far 
from a superior vintage as their limp group stage exit at this 
World Cup has proved. —AFP 

Spain fail World  
Cup test, face  
identity crisis 

 
DOHA: Spain arrived in Qatar with grand dreams of 
winning a second World Cup, fully convinced in their 
style of play, but departed early Wednesday, ruminating 
on an identity crisis. La Roja last lifted a major trophy a 
decade ago at Euro 2012, while they have not won a 
single knockout game at the World Cup since triumph-
ing in South Africa in 2010. Luis Enrique’s side huffed 
and puffed but could not blow Morocco’s sturdy house 
down in the last 16 on Tuesday, falling 3-0 on penalties 
after 120 goalless minutes. 

The north African side made history by reaching the 
quarter-finals for the first time, while Spain gazed forlorn-
ly back at theirs and must now wonder if it is time to move 
on. They attempted over 1,000 passes against Morocco 
but ended up with nothing to show for it, forcing Yassine 
Bounou into only one save before the shootout. There he 
made two more and Spain were eliminated in the last 16 
again, just as they were in Russia four years ago. 

“We dominated the game but we lacked a goal,” 
lamented Luis Enrique. “We could have been more effec-
tive in the final third, but I am more than satisfied with 
what my players did. “They represented perfectly what 
my idea of football is.” When Xavi and Andres Iniesta 
ruled the world, opponents were largely still too naive to 
know to stop them, and they had too much quality to be 
fended off for long. Now only truly elite club sides like 
Pep Guardiola’s Manchester City can succeed by domi-

nating the ball entirely-with perhaps the world’s best 
striker, Erling Haaland, as the spearhead. 

Against Morocco, Luis Enrique left his top scorer 
Alvaro Morata on the bench, opting instead for Marco 
Asensio, whom he trusts more not to lose the ball. The 
coach buys “the complete pack” when it comes to pos-
session football, for better or for worse. That means there 
is no Plan B, with Nico Williams’s pace and directness on 
the right flank as much of a nod as Luis Enrique will give 
to other ideas. Players he left at home like strikers Iago 
Aspas and Borja Iglesias might have been able to offer 
more of a challenge to Morocco’s excellent rearguard. 

No stars 
An element of Spain’s plan may be borne of necessity. 

As good as midfielders Pedri and Gavi are, they still lack a 
decisive, regular match-winner. In the absence of a Kylian 
Mbappe, a Lionel Messi, a Neymar, or even a Harry Kane, 
the coach might believe ball domination and associative 
play is his team’s best weapon, even if it misfired in the 
desert. Luis Enrique showed at Barcelona that when he 
had two of those forwards, plus Uruguay’s Luis Suarez, he 
was willing to play in a different way, relinquishing control 
and allowing the forwards to wreak havoc as his side 
rolled with the punches. —AFP 

England’s coach Gareth Southgate

AL-RAYYAN: Morocco’s goalkeeper #01 Yassine Bounou deflects the ball during the Qatar 2022 World Cup round of 16 football 
match between Morocco and Spain on December 6, 2022. —AFP


