
YAOUNDE: Senegal once again stand on the brink
of a first Africa Cup of Nations title but they must
get the better of record seven-time champions
Egypt in today’s final in Yaounde which sees
Liverpool stars Sadio Mane and Mohamed Salah
face off for the trophy. It has been a difficult tourna-
ment for Cameroon, scarred by the deadly Olembe
Stadium crush of January 24 and troubled by orga-
nizational chaos and poor attendances, yet it has
thrown up a heavyweight final showdown between
two African giants. 

Cameroon hoped to be there themselves, but the
five-time AFCON winners who dreamed of lifting
the trophy on home soil were beaten on penalties
by the Egyptians in Thursday’s semi-final. As a
country, Egypt have the experience of seven past
Cup of Nations victories, although the most recent
was in 2010 when they claimed their third in a row.

Salah made his international debut the following
year and is now desperate to win silverware with the
Pharaohs having already been in the team that lost

the 2017 final to Cameroon and then went out pre-
maturely as hosts in 2019. Senegal, meanwhile, have
the status of Africa’s top-ranked national team but
also the pressure of a nation to finally claim their
first Cup of Nations crown after losing to Algeria in
the deciding game two and a half years ago.

“We knew it was not going to be at all easy to
get to two straight AFCON finals, but the most
important for us now is to go all the way and win it,”
Mane said after scoring one goal and making
another in the 3-1 semi-final defeat of Burkina Faso.
The Lions of Teranga are hoping it will be third time
lucky in the final after they also lost the title decider
in 2002, going down on penalties to Cameroon.
Aliou Cisse was the captain of that team and then
the coach in 2019. Nobody knows better than him
what it would mean to Senegal to get the monkey
off their back.

Egyptian fatigue a factor? 
His side must take advantage of the extra day’s

rest afforded them given their semi-final was
played 24 hours earlier than that of their oppo-
nents, and Senegal have also come through all
three knockout ties in 90 minutes. In stark con-
trast, Carlos Queiroz’s Egypt required penalties to
beat the Ivory Coast in the last 16 and extra time
to overcome Morocco in the quarter-finals before
another shoot-out against Cameroon - the equiva-
lent of a whole extra match in often energy-sap-
ping conditions. That explains why Egypt assistant
coach Diaa Al-Sayed suggested moving the final
back a day to allow his team more time to recover.
“Senegal have one extra day to train and therefore
maybe we should play the final on Monday,” he
said after the semi-final.

This Cup of Nations has already seen the
Confederation of African Football announce last-
minute venue changes without offering an official
explanation, while the third-place play-off was
belatedly brought forward to yesterday. Egypt,
though, will not get their wish and must try to

avoid the fate of Croatia, who similarly needed two
penalty shoot-out wins and another in extra time
to reach the 2018 World Cup final, where they
were well beaten by France. “We are the only team
that has played three times 120 minutes but we are
very well prepared physically and we have the
commitment needed to keep going to the end,”
insisted Al-Sayed.

Egypt will be without veteran Portuguese coach
Queiroz after he was shown a red card against
Cameroon, while right-back Omar Kamal is sus-
pended too. They must also hope Salah can have
more of an impact on the game than he did in the
semi-final when he often appeared isolated on the
right flank. Without doubt Senegal have the greater
depth, from Chelsea’s Edouard Mendy in goal to
skipper Kalidou Koulibaly in central defense, Paris
Saint-Germain’s Idrissa Gana Gueye in midfield and
Mane on the wing. Mane, like Salah, gets the atten-
tion but Senegal will hope their collective strength
can make the difference. — AFP 
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Wily Egypt block Senegal’s path 
to the first Cup of Nations title

Mane, Salah face off for the trophy

KUWAIT: The GAZOO Racing (GR)
World Rally Team (WRT) completed a
strong debut event for the new GR
YARIS Rally1 recently, with Sebastien
Ogier claiming second place overall at
the famous Rallye Monte-Carlo. Ogier,
who was chasing a record-extending
ninth win together with new co-driver
Benjamin Veillas, gave his all in the final
stage to finish just 10.5seconds from
victory in the No 1 GR YARIS Rally1.

GAZOO Racing World Rally Team
began a bold new hybrid electric era in
the FIA World Rally Championship as
the 2022 season commenced in
Monaco. Toyota’s new vehicle, the GR
YARIS Rally1, is the successor to the
all-conquering Yaris WRC, which
achieved a clean sweep of the manu-
facturers’, drivers’, and co-drivers’
championship titles during the 2021
season. 

The hybrid electric vehicle consists
of a 3.9kWh battery and motor-gener-
ator unit delivering an additional 134 hp
combined with the proven 1.6-litre tur-
bocharged engine from the Yaris WRC
to provide the drivers with over 500
hp. It runs on 100% sustainable fuel
and is the first of its kind to be used in
an FIA world championship.

All three of the team’s drivers
claimed stage wins in their new vehi-
cles, which made the GR YARIS Rally1

the fastest vehicle on nine of the 17
stages. It demonstrated both impressive
performance and reliability despite the
challenges of the new Rally1 regula-
tions, which introduce hybrid electric
power to rallying’s top level for the first
time. In Monaco to join the team and
witness the GR YARIS Rally1’s debut
was Kazuki Nakajima, the recently-
appointed Vice Chairman of GAZOO
Racing Europe. 

Akio Toyoda, President and CEO of
Toyota Motor Corporation, comment-
ed: “It was so close for Sebto achieve
his ninth victory in Rallye Monte-Carlo.
His driving feeling with our new vehicle,
the GR YARIS Rally1, seemed to be
good. I would like to express my
respect to the leadership of the FIA,
WRC Promoter, and all others involved
in the preparations to help this historic
and traditional World Rally
Championship move toward the real-
ization of carbon neutrality with elec-
trified cars and new fuel.”

Toyoda continued: “The GR Yaris is
a production sports car that we, Toyota,
made by ourselves to win in motor-
sports. The car has finally started the
real competition stage now. I’m so glad,
and I would like to thank everyone who
has worked together with me to build
GR Yaris. The season has just begun
and I believe we can continue the good

work together. To the fans, I appreciate
your continued support for the GAZOO
Racing World Rally Team this season.
Thank you so much!”

Sebastien Ogier, Driver of the No 1
Toyota GR YARIS Rally1, said: “It has
been a huge joy to compete in this spe-
cial rally again and be in this incredible
fight. We have done a great perform-
ance over the weekend and there were
no issues with the car, which is a fan-
tastic achievement. Fate decided differ-
ently today, but I’m still smiling, and I
still enjoyed this fight very much. It’s
been a good weekend for the sport.” 

Over the years, Toyota has been
participating in many different forms
of motorsports, including Formula
One, the World Endurance
Championship (WEC), and the
Nurburgring 24 Hours endurance race.
Toyota’s participation in these events
was overseen by separate entities
within the company until April 2015,
when Toyota established GR, to con-

solidate all of its motorsport’s activi-
ties under one in-house brand. 

Representing Toyota’s belief that
‘the roads build the people, and the
people build the cars,’ GR highlights
the role of motorsports as a funda-
mental pillar of Toyota’s commitment
to making ‘ever-better’ cars.
Harnessing years of experience gained
under the extreme conditions of vari-
ous motorsports events, GR aims to
forge new technologies and solutions
that bring the freedom, adventure, and
joy of driving to everyone.

The second race of the 2022 FIA
WRC championship, Rally Sweden, will
be held from 24 - 28 February and is
the only full winter event of the season
taking place on snow and ice. The rally
moves further north to a new base in
Umea this year, meaning all of the
stages will be new to the drivers. Metal
studs inserted into the tires bite into the
ice to provide grip and allow for some
of the highest speeds of the year. 

Recoveries on the 
line; Barca, Atletico 
battle for top four
MADRID: Rejuvenation will be the reward for the
winner of Barcelona and Atletico Madrid today as
La Liga’s two fallen giants seek a statement victory
to hasten their return to the elite. Both clubs have
endured the kind of turbulence this season that nei-
ther have faced for more than a decade but each of
them head to Camp Nou with fresh hope and a
sense of optimism that a corner is being turned.

Today will mark exactly two months since Xavi
Hernandez was appointed Barcelona coach, with the
team lying ninth in La Liga, five points adrift of the
top four. The trajectory since has not always been
upward, with failure to qualify for the Champions
League knock-out stages preceding defeat by
Athletic Bilbao in the last 16 of the Copa del Rey.

Under Xavi, Barca have lost at home to Real Betis
and drawn away at Osasuna, Sevilla and Granada.
Even in their last game against Alaves, which
brought a 1-0 win, the lack of punch and creativity
was arguably as clear as it ever was under Ronald
Koeman. But there is evidence now of a system and
a plan, even if these players are not always capable
of executing it. Results have improved - Barca have
lost only once in the league in Xavi’s 10 games.

And youngsters have taken another step forward,
with Nico Gonzalez, Gavi and Ronald Araujo form-
ing the beginnings of a spine around which this
team might be able to build. Most importantly,
Barca have closed the gap, with just a point now
separating them from Atletico Madrid in fourth,
meaning a win this weekend would lift them into the
Champions League qualification spots for the first
time since September. For all the excitement about
Xavi coming home and a new generation coming
through, Barcelona cannot afford to wait.

Erasing the club’s enormous debts, keeping their
sharpest talents and even being a contender to sign
the likes of Erling Haaland in the summer will all rely
on Xavi’s side finishing in the top four. It is why any
romantic ideas about style and youth have been
tempered by a more pragmatic edge, the kind that
persuaded Xavi and Joan Laporta to re-sign a 38-
year-old Dani Alves, add the physicality of Adama
Traore and bring Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang in
from the cold.

Aubameyang could make his debut today,
although given the 32-year-old’s last game for
Arsenal came on December 6, he might be more
likely to start on the bench. Atletico’s problem has
been conceding goals rather than scoring them, the
collapse of their usually dependable defence the
central reason for the crumbling defence of their
title. Already, they have conceded 26 goals, one
more than they let in all last season. — AFP 

GAZOO Racing celebrates 
podium finish at Rallye
Monte-Carlo


