
Flick to remain 
Germany coach 
despite fiasco
BERLIN: Germany coach Hansi Flick will keep his job
and lead the team at Euro 2024 despite their crushing
World Cup disappointment, the German Football
Association (DFB) said on Wednesday. “We have full
confidence in Hansi Flick that he will master this chal-
lenge together with his team,” Bernd Neuendorf, presi-
dent of the DFB, said in a statement after a crisis meet-
ing with Flick. The move means Flick, 57, will get the
chance to seek redemption at the Euros on home soil
in Germany.

“My coaching team and I are optimistic about the
European Championship in our own country,” Flick
said. “We as a team can achieve much more than we
showed in Qatar. We missed a great opportunity
there,” he added. “We will learn our lessons from this.”
Flick took over as Germany coach from former mentor
Joachim Loew after the European Championship in
2021. He had previously served as deputy to Loew in
Germany’s 2014 World Cup triumph as well as leading
Bayern Munich to a treble in 2020.

He made a flying start to the job with eight wins,
leaving Germany confident heading into the tourna-
ment in Qatar. However, the four-time World Cup win-
ners crashed out in the group stages after losing to
Japan in their opening game. Flick had said on the
night that he wanted to remain in the job and see out
his contract. However, the same was true of team
director Oliver Bierhoff, who nevertheless went on to
stand aside earlier this week-much to Flick’s disap-
pointment.

Speculation had since been rife that Flick may also
resign. He will now be faced with the task of leading
Germany to victory at the European Championships
without his close confidant. With regard to Bierhoff’s
successor, Neuendorf said the DFB had agreed to
“first discuss the future structure of this area of
responsibility within the DFB and then make a person-
nel decision”. Flick helped mastermind a golden era as
Loew’s assistant coach for eight years up until 2014,
culminating with Germany’s World Cup win in Brazil.
After leaving the German Football Association (DFB) in
2017, he then became a coaching star in his own right
thanks to a whirlwind spell in charge of Bayern
Munich. 

In just 18 months at the helm of Germany’s biggest
club, Flick racked up seven trophies, including a his-
toric Bundesliga, German Cup and Champions League
treble in the 2019/20 season. His success at Bayern
Munich and historic ties to the DFB made him strong
favorite to take over the national team after Loew
announced he would end a 15-year reign following the
delayed Euro 2020. In 19 international matches under

Flick’s leadership so far, Germany have 11 wins, six
draws and two defeats-including the painful loss to
Japan in Qatar. Born in 1965, Flick enjoyed a short but
successful playing career, winning four Bundesliga
titles with Bayern Munich in the late 1980s. — AFP 

After injuries forced the midfielder to retire at 28,
he had spells coaching lower-league clubs, and notably
kickstarted Hoffenheim’s eventual rise to the
Bundesliga with promotion from the fourth to the third
tier in 2001. Yet it was as Loew’s assistant from 2006
to 2014 that Flick gained national fame, helping
Germany to five successive semi-final appearances at
major tournaments. — AFP 

DOHA: Merely a glance at their iconic orange or
blue and white striped shirts is enough to evoke
memories of World Cups past and more history will
surely be written on Friday when the Netherlands
face Argentine in their quarter-final. Argentina have
the pride that comes from being two-times world
champions while the Netherlands carry the bag-
gage of being three-times beaten finalists. The
game is far from being a nostalgia-fest, however,
pitting one of the greatest forwards of all time
against one of the finest defenders of the modern
era, with Lionel Messi trying to unpick a defense
marshaled by Liverpool’s Virgil van Dijk.

The game also pits the youngest manager in the
tournament against the oldest. Argentina’s 44-year-
old coach Lionel Scaloni, in his first major tourna-
ment, will have to out-think the wily 71-year-old
Louis van Gaal, whose resume includes league titles
with Barcelona and Bayern Munich as well as a
Champions League victory with Ajax. The South
Americans came into the tournament, as always,
with high hopes in their homeland of a victory to
match those celebrated in 1978 and 1986, while the
Dutch had more tempered expectations given their
failure to qualify four years ago.

Smooth Progress 
It has been smooth progress in Qatar for the

Dutch though, who topped their group and then
beat the United States in the last 16 with some com-

fort and style, looking solid at the back and -
despite critics labeling them dull - increasingly
effective in their attacking play. With Memphis
Depay’s fitness gradually improving and Cody
Gakpo having enjoyed a good tournament, the
Dutch have a punch to their attack that many feared
would be missing. Argentina began the tournament
with a shock loss to Saudi Arabia, one of the
biggest upsets in World Cup history, but recovered
to finish first in the group. Messi then turned on the
style as they overcame Australia to book their place
in the last eight.

Van Gaal unsurprisingly sees Messi’s creativity as
a serious threat but he raised some eyebrows when
he also hinted at the seven-time Ballon d’Or winner’s
lack of defensive work-rate. “Messi is the most dan-
gerous creative player, he is able to create a lot and
to score goals himself. But when they lose the ball he
doesn’t participate much, this gives us chances”, he
said. Surprisingly, given their pedigree, Argentina
have never beaten the Netherlands inside 90 min-
utes in their nine meetings in World Cup and friendly
encounters. But it is their victory on penalties in Sao
Paulo in the semi-final in 2014 that lingers in the
mind for Van Gaal, who was in charge of the
Netherlands at the time. Van Gaal noted that while
Messi was neutralized by the Netherlands in that
game it counted for little given that the Argentines
advanced after a shootout to end the Dutch dream
of finally celebrating a World Cup title. — AFP 
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DOHA: This combination of pictures shows a file photo of Netherlands’ forward #10 Memphis Depay and Argentina’s
forward #10 Lionel Messi during the Qatar 2022 World Cup round of 16 football match. Netherlands and Argentina will
meet in one of the quarter-finals of the Qatar 2022 World Cup on December 9. — AFP

Dutch, Argentines meet again 
with WCup history in the air

Netherlands, Argentina face off in quarter-final
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The importance of 
exercise physiology 
in World Cup
By Ricardo Guerra

Over the last few decades, the field of exercise
physiology has made great strides in its research,
and various international soccer clubs have

increasingly begun to integrate its principles into their
methodologies, bringing them into line with other sports
such as track and field, cycling and weightlifting, which
have a long history of being influenced by the exercise
sciences. During the second phase of the World Cup,
where matches are played back-to-back, squads hoping
to advance in the competition may need to apply this
scientific research more than ever.

The Brazilians are coming from a relatively easy match
against the South Koreans, unequivocally beating them
with a score of 4 to 1. By contrast, the Croatians fought a
grueling battle against the Japanese that went into over-
time and was decided on penalty kicks. Brazil even had
the opportunity to take some of their main players out of
the game, allowing them to rest before the end of the sec-
ond half. Neymar, for example, did not play the full sec-
ond half, while Modric looked physically exhausted and
depleted after playing almost 100 minutes.

Croatia is going into their quarterfinal match against
the Brazilians with a huge disadvantage from the start.
Their attempt to recover in time to start the match on
equal footing will be a gargantuan challenge. As men-
tioned earlier, during the second phase of the World
Cup, players are at times given only two or three days of
recovery time before the next match. Therefore, imple-
menting recovery strategies and controlling the work-
load become paramount.

A squad may get by without using some of these
strategies when only one match is played, with plenty of
rest time beforehand. But physiological recovery strate-
gies become essential when back-to-back matches sig-
nificantly curtail the time for recuperation, and they are
more important still when one of the teams in question
played overtime while their opponent did not-precisely
the situation that Croatia faces when they meet Brazil on
Friday for the quarterfinal of the World Cup.

Detrimental alterations to musculoskeletal systems
and subsystems can be significant following an extreme-
ly stressful bout of physical exertion such as a soccer
match. Some of these physiological subsystems may take
weeks to be fully reconstituted. It’s a race against time to
implement nutritional and supplementation strategies
targeting specific physiological systems. For instance, the
hours following an exhausting soccer match are critical
for the replenishment of glycogen, a fuel stored in muscle
that is vital for its function.

Think of glycogen as the gasoline that fuels skeletal
muscles. Without enough gas to finish a race, even an F1
McLaren will be rendered useless. Likewise, even a team
made up entirely of superstars will sputter on the field if
their glycogen reserves are depleted before the day of
the match. In tandem with supplementation, during the
days following a hard-fought match, the training load
needs to be reassessed and placed under strict control
mechanisms that abide by the findings of exercise physi-
ology research.

What teams should avoid at all costs is to keep play-
ers in a state of perpetual fuel depletion. This can only be
done with a tandem strategy: carefully controlling the
workload in between matches while using all proper
recovery protocols. However, knowledge of this dual
dynamic-load control and supplementation strategies-is
not universal in the field, and even in countries with
access to this knowledge, a given manager may impede
the implementation of these tools. One would be very
surprised at what some management teams subject their
own players to during the 48 hours before a match.

Having said that, even though Croatia is going into
this match with a huge disadvantage, they have showed
plenty of grit over their years of competition. Their men-
tal fortitude is apparent. It may be worthwhile to note the
traumatic recent history of the Croatian people, whose
unity was forged during the bloody conflict that followed
the collapse of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Some players in
the squad directly faced the brunt of that trauma.
Undoubtedly, events such as these can galvanize a group
of united men to accomplish extraordinary feats.

But this time around, grit may not be enough to sur-
pass the challenge that faces them. Brazil is a formidable
opponent. The individual talent contained in the Selecao
is so mind-boggling that it may make up for any tactical
or methodological shortcomings. To make matters worse
for the Croatians, they play a high-tempo soccer charac-
terized by hard and deep pressing for extended periods
of time. If they don’t avoid or at least curtail the use of
such tactics, they may be in for a long night. With their
abundance of individual talent, the Brazilians may oblit-
erate that strategy and find further gaps at the oppo-
nent’s end of the field.

It may be more advisable for Croatia to implement
Systemic Economical Cohesive Play (SECP) strategies
that slow down the game and conserve energy. Pacing
and managing the intensity of play during the game are
critical characteristics of SECP, and certain tactical sys-
tems of play are more conducive to such a strategy.
Morocco and the Netherlands have successfully adopted
some of these SECP schemes, such as dropping back
into a defensive formation, and so far they have reaped
the rewards.

That said, soccer does not always follow a predictable
script. There is a transcendental and enigmatic element
to a soccer match, and the history of sports in general is
full of black swan events. Who among us does not
remember the “Hand of God” goal of 1986? On Friday
we will find out which team the force that governs the
universe supports. Croatia may just need a hand!

Germany’s head coach Hansi Flick


