
Sport
Established 1961 

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 9, 2022

WCup heavyweights brace for  
quarter-finals; Spain fire coach 

DOHA: Brazil were gearing up for a showdown with Croatia while 
Argentina prepared to face the Netherlands as anticipation 

mounted on Thursday on the eve the World Cup quarter-finals. 
After three weeks of pulsating action, just eight teams are left 
standing as the 32-nation tournament heads into the final 

rounds of the knockout competition after a two-day break. 
A blockbuster set of quarter-finals gets under way on 
Friday when five-times champions Brazil face 2018 run-
ners-up Croatia. That clash is the appetiser for another 
heavyweight World Cup collision between Lionel Messi’s 

Argentina and three-time losing finalists the Netherlands. 
On Saturday, Morocco will carry the flag for African football 

in their quarter-final clash with Portugal before holders France face 
England in an eagerly anticipated showdown. Wins for Argentina 
and Brazil on Friday would set up a titanic semi-final between the 
two South American heavyweights. For now though Brazil are look-
ing no further than Friday’s assignment against Croatia at the 
Education City Stadium in Doha. 

“They have individual quality and collective quality as well as a 
resilience and persistence,” Brazil coach Tite said of Croatia. “We 
are aware of their virtues but my focus is on maintaining our stan-
dards and whoever plays best will go through.” Croatia captain 
Luka Modric said Thursday that his side were determined to 
progress beyond the last eight. “We did a great thing by going to 
the quarter-finals, but regardless of that we would like to do more,” 

the Real Madrid midfielder said. “We have to play our best match. 
And if we do that we have a chance of winning.” 

 
Ronaldo bust-up denied 

On Saturday, all eyes will be on France and England’s bat-
tle at the Al-Bayt Stadium, the Bedouin-tent inspired struc-
ture located in the desert outside Doha. England said 
Thursday that forward Raheem Sterling is set to return 

to the squad after initially leaving the team’s World Cup 
base following a break-in at his family home. Sterling 

did not feature in England’s squad for the 3-0 last-16 
win against Senegal, and it would be a major sur-
prise if the 28-year-old starts against France. In 
Saturday’s other quarter-final, buoyant Portugal 
will be looking to end Morocco’s fairytale run to 
the last eight. 

Portugal produced one of the most scintillat-
ing displays of the tournament by dismantling 
Switzerland 6-1 in the last 16 after coach 
Fernando Santos opted to drop Cristiano 
Ronaldo. Ronaldo’s replacement, 21-year-

old Goncalo Ramos, fired a brilliant hat-
trick as Portugal ran riot. 
According to reports in 
Portugal, Santos’s 
bombshell decision to 

drop Ronaldo prompted 
the 37-year-old superstar to 

threaten to walk out of the team camp. But 
the Portuguese Football Federation (FPF) 
issued a statement denying the reported bust-

up with the former Real Madrid and Manchester United star. 
“The FPF clarifies that at no time did the captain of the Selecao, 

Cristiano Ronaldo, threaten to leave the national team during the 
stay in Qatar,” said the federation. “Every day Ronaldo is building 
up a unique track record at the service of the national team and the 
country, which must be respected.”  

Elsewhere on Thursday, Spanish football authorities announced 
the dismissal of coach Luis Enrique following the team’s shock 
elimination against Morocco, naming under-21s boss Luis de la 
Fuente as his replacement. Spain hammered Costa Rica 7-0 in their 
opening game in Qatar but suffered a shock defeat by Japan that 
resulted in a second-place finish in Group E. Spain were strong 
favorites to beat Morocco in the first knockout round but lost 3-0 
on penalties after the game finished 0-0 following extra-time. 
“Both the president, Luis Rubiales, and the sporting director, Jose 
Francisco Molina, have told the coach their decision,” the RFEF 
(football association) said in a statement. — AFP 

Brazil gear up for a showdown with Croatia

Nerveless Hakimi  
fires Morocco into  
uncharted territory 

DOHA: Morocco’s defender #02 Achraf Hakimi talks to fans after win-
ning the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group F football match between 
Canada and Morocco at the Al-Thumama Stadium in Doha. — AFP  Spain’s coach Luis Enrique

DOHA: If Achraf Hakimi was feeling the weight of expectation on 
his shoulders as he stepped up to take a history-making penalty 
for Morocco against Spain, he did not show it. The defender 
showed nerves of steel to dink the ball over goalkeeper Unai Simon 
and seal a 3-0 shootout win over the hapless Spaniards, after the 
match finished goalless on Tuesday. The Madrid-born Paris Saint-
Germain player steered Morocco into uncharted territory, with the 
north African side becoming the first from the Arab world to reach 
the last eight at a World Cup. 

Wild celebrations erupted in Morocco and across Europe as the 
diaspora rejoiced, from Paris to Brussels to Barcelona, while other 
African and Arab countries felt buoyed by their success. Although 
coach Walid Regragui prefers to credit the team rather than indi-
viduals, Hakimi is one of his standout players. A dynamic, explosive 
presence, he is fond of lung-bursting sprints to join the attack, 
while maintaining discipline in defense. Hakimi trained with Spain 
at youth level, before deciding to pledge his allegiance to the coun-
try of his parents. 

“I also went to a Spanish national team to try it,” he told 
Spanish newspaper Marca before the game. “I was at Las Rozas 
for a couple of days and I saw that it wasn’t the right place for me, I 
didn’t feel at home. “It wasn’t because of anything in particular, but 
for what I felt, because it was not what I had at home, which is the 
Arab culture, being Moroccan. I wanted to be here.” Those family 
bonds have played an important role in sustaining Morocco’s his-
toric charge. A photograph of Hakimi, 24, kissing his mother in the 
stands after their 2-0 group stage win over Belgium made waves 
on social media. 

The team’s families have been allowed to stay in close proximity 
and it lets the players feel the love which in many cases led to them 
choosing to play for Morocco. As well as Hakimi, several other 
players were born elsewhere but opted for the North African 
nation. “For me, my mum is the most important thing in my life,” an 
elated Sofiane Boufal-born in Paris-said after beating Spain. “Of 
course (she was crying), the emotions in this game make you crazy. 
The support of your family is the most important thing.” 

 
Rising up 

Hakimi came from a modest family, living in the Madrid suburb 
of Getafe. His mother cleaned houses, while his father was a street 
vendor. “I fight every day for them,” said Hakimi in 2018. “They 
sacrificed themselves for me, they deprived my brothers of many 
things, for me to succeed.” Hakimi made his Morocco debut back in 
2016, while still a Real Madrid player, winning the Champions 
League with Los Blancos but never fully establishing himself. He 
was loaned for two years to Borussia Dortmund and then signed 
permanently for Inter Milan.  

After a strong season in Italy, winning Serie A, PSG snapped 
him up in 2021. With a Ligue 1 title in his pocket, Hakimi arrived 
with Morocco at the World Cup willing to perform the job the team 
needed him to do despite his star status. Hakimi has occasionally 
thrilled in Qatar, setting up Youssef En-Nesyri with a perfectly 
weighted pass against Canada, but has also helped form part of the 
strongest defence at the World Cup.  

Morocco’s only goal conceded came in that 2-1 win over 
Canada, while they shut out 2018 runners-up Croatia, plus fancied 
Belgium and Spain. Winger Hakim Ziyech has also drawn praise 
after returning from a period of exile due to a falling out with the 
previous coach, but through thick and thin, Hakimi has been there 
for his country. Now, packed densely into stadiums in Doha and 
supporting from afar, Hakimi’s people are there for him too. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Boston’s Jaylen 
Brown and Jayson Tatum turned a 
matchup of NBA conference lead-
ers into a rout on Wednesday while 
Ja Morant’s triple double sparked 
the Memphis Grizzlies over 
Oklahoma City. Tatum and Brown 
each scored 25 points as the Celtics 
improved the NBA’s best record to 
21-5 with a 125-98 blowout victory 
at Western Conference leader 
Phoenix. Boston stayed two games 
atop Milwaukee in the Eastern 
Conference while Phoenix fell to 
16-9 and a half-game behind New 
Orleans (16-8) in the West. 

The Suns trailed 69-42 at halftime, 
their largest deficit of the season to 
that point, and by as many as 45 
points in the third quarter. “We were 
just really connected,” Tatum said. 
“We’re just making the right plays. 
We hit a lot of shots tonight.” The 
Celtics, who lost to Golden State in 
last season’s NBA Finals, improved to 
10-3 on the road. 

“We’re happy with the way we’re 
playing,” Tatum said. “But we’re far 
from satisfied. This doesn’t mean any-
thing if we don’t get back to where 
we want to get to (the NBA Finals) 
and get over that hump. “It’s a long 
process but we’re trending in the 
right direction.” Phoenix welcomed 
back guard Chris Paul, who missed a 
month with a heel injury. He had four 
points, four rebounds and four 
assists. Morant, meanwhile, delivered 
a triple double with 26 points, 13 
rebounds and 11 assists to lead host 
Memphis over the Thunder 123-102. 

It was a club-record sixth career 
triple double for the 23-year-old US 
guard. “It means a lot,” Morant said. 

“A lot of credit goes to my team-
mates and my coaches putting me in 
positions to excel at a high level. “We 
knew rebounding was important. I 
took it upon myself early on, I think I 
had seven early. Every other stat was 
from my teammates. Them knocking 
down shots opened up shots for me 
on the floor as well.” Memphis 
allowed only 15 points in the fourth 
quarter. “It was pretty much just 
locking in, getting stops and 
rebounds,” Morant said. “We’ve got 
to continue fighting and play hard.” 

Greek star Giannis 
Antetokounmpo scored 35 points 
and added six rebounds and seven 
assists while Jrue Holiday contributed 
31 points in Milwaukee’s 126-113 vic-
tory over visiting Sacramento. The 
Bucks improved the NBA’s second-
best record to 18-6. Kyrie Irving 
scored a game-high 33 points with 
nine assists, five rebounds and four 
blocked shots while Kevin Durant 
added 29 points, nine rebounds and 
eight assists in Brooklyn’s 122-116 
home victory over Charlotte. 

 
Jazz edge Golden State 

Simone Fontecchio made the win-
ning basket with 1.4 seconds remain-
ing to give Utah a 124-123 home vic-
tory over the Golden State Warriors. 
Golden State’s Jordan Poole scored a 
game-high 36 points but his bad pass 
set up the Italian forward’s decisive 
inside shot. Jordan Clarkson led the 
Jazz with 22 points while Fontecchio 
added 18 off the bench. Zion 
Williamson scored 29 points and 
grabbed 10 rebounds to spark New 
Orleans over Detroit 104-98.  

The host Pelicans took the West 

lead with their fifth consecutive vic-
tory. D’Angelo Russell scored a 
game-high 28 points and Frenchman 
Rudy Gobert added 16 points and 21 
rebounds to power Minnesota’s 121-
115 home win over Indiana. Pascal 
Siakam and Fred VanVleet each 
scored 25 points to lead the Toronto 
Raptors over the visiting Los Angeles 
Lakers 126-113. 

The Lakers, without Anthony 
Davis due to illness and LeBron 
James with a sore ankle, were led 
by German guard Dennis 

Schroder’s 18 points. Orlando’s 
Paolo Banchero made six free 
throws in the last seven seconds of 
overtime to give the Magic a 116-
111 home triumph over the Los 
Angeles Clippers. Italian-American 
Banchero scored a game-high 23 
points and went 13-of-14 from the 
free throw line. Chicago defeated 
visiting Washington 115-111 behind 
27 points from DeMar DeRozan 
while Julius Randle had 34 points 
and 17 rebounds to lead New York 
over visiting Atlanta 113-89.— AFP  

Celtics improve NBA’s best 
record with blowout win 

PHOENIX: Jayson Tatum #0 of the Boston Celtics lays up a shot past Josh 
Okogie #2 and Bismack Biyombo #18 of the Phoenix Suns during the second 
half of the NBA game at Footprint Center on December 07, 2022. — AFP


