
MADRID: Real Madrid won the Spanish Super Cup
by beating Athletic Bilbao 2-0 on Sunday as Luka
Modric and a Karim Benzema penalty secured a
comfortable victory in Saudi Arabia. Modric’s curling
finish towards the end of the first half and Benzema’s
strike early in the second sealed the win for Madrid,
who claimed their first trophy in Carlo Ancelotti’s
second spell as coach.

Athletic had beaten La Liga champions Atletico
Madrid to reach the final but were well beaten at the
King Fahd Stadium by a slick, organized Real Madrid
side, that have now lost only once in 20 matches.
They had brief hope in the 87th minute when they
were awarded a penalty and Eder Militao was sent
off, but Raul Garcia missed and Madrid’s win was
safe.

Ancelotti’s side face Elche tomorrow in the quar-

ter-finals of the Copa del Rey and Paris Saint-
Germain next month in the last 16 of the Champions
League. In La Liga, they are five points clear at the
top of the table. “It’s an impulse, an impulse to keep
going,” said Ancelotti. “We don’t have much time to
think because another competition is coming.”
Modric continued his brilliant form by scoring the
opener, a goal that makes him the oldest goalscorer
in Spanish Super Cup history at 36.

The 33-year-old Marcelo, meanwhile, came on for
the last few minutes, before lifting his 23rd trophy at
Real Madrid, equalling the haul of Paco Gento as the
most successful player in the club’s history. “He’s one
of the greats, a legend of this club,” said Madrid
president Florentino Perez. Ancelotti now has five
trophies as Real Madrid coach, adding a Spanish
Super Cup to the Copa del Rey, Champions League,

UEFA Super Cup and Club World Cup he won during
his first spell.

The Spanish Super Cup stayed in Spain in 2021
because of the pandemic but has returned to Saudi
Arabia as part of an agreement until 2029 that will
earn the Spanish football federation around 30 mil-
lion euros a year. Objections from players and coach-
es have been noticeably muted but Athletic Bilbao’s
Raul Garcia spoke out last week. He said moving a
Spanish tournament 7,000 kilometers away was
symptomatic of the authorities “forgetting the basics
of football”.

Criticism has been more forthright from human
rights groups like Amnesty International, who have
accused the federation of failing to support “harassed
and persecuted women in Saudi Arabia” and of col-
laborating in Saudi “image-washing”. Athletic’s Inaki
Williams and Oihan Sancet looked dangerous early
on, with Williams wanting a penalty when the ball
struck the sliding David Alaba on the hand but refer-
ee Cesar Soto was not interested. Despite Vinicius
Junior’s imperious form in recent weeks, Madrid’s
greatest threat came down the opposite side, through
Rodrygo.

The first warning came when Kroos pinged the
ball out to the Brazilian, who dropped it inside for
Benzema and the striker’s curling shot flew just wide
of Unai Simon’s far post. The opener took a similar
route, even if it started with Thibaut Courtois, who
played out to Toni Kroos. Under pressure, Kroos
found Casemiro and the ball shuffled along, through
Modric and out right. Rodrygo drove past two
Athletic defenders afraid to challenge in the box and
by the time Dani Garcia slid to block, it was too late,
Rodrygo toeing the ball inside to Modric, who
whipped the ball first time into the corner.

Seven minutes into the second half, it was two, as
Yeray Alvarez leapt to block Benzema”s shot, stop-
ping the ball with his outstretched right arm. The ref-
eree checked the monitor and gave the penalty, which
Benzema fired left and in. Hope for Athletic came late,
and briefly, in the 87th minute, when Militao was sent
off for blocking another Raul Garcia header towards
goal and Athletic were awarded a penalty. But Raul
Garcia missed, his drive down the middle met by the
left foot of Courtois.— AFP 
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Serena drops out of top 50

PARIS: Serena Williams has dropped out of the
world’s top 50 for the first time since 2006, the US
tennis great sitting 59th in the WTA rankings
released yesterday. The 40-year-old played just six
tournaments in 2021 and none since her tearful
Wimbledon first-round exit with a leg injury ended
the 23-time Grand Slam champion’s latest bid to
equal Margaret Court’s all-time record. Williams has
dropped 12 places in the rankings which are led by
Ashleigh Barty ahead of the Australian Open in
Melbourne. Sydney winner Paula Badosa moves up
to a career-high sixth following a blistering 2021
season in which she reached the French Open quar-
ter-finals, the 24-year-old Spaniard having started
last year ranked 67th. American Madison Keys, a
former world number seven, has jumped 36 places to
51st after her Adelaide victory, claiming a WTA title
more than two and a half years after her last tourna-
ment win in Cincinnati.— AFP 

Al Hilal to face Istiklol 

KUALA LUMPUR: Defending champions Al Hilal
were yesterday drawn against Tajikistan’s Istiklol,
which scored a shock victory against the Saudi
giants last year, for the start of their Asian
Champions League campaign. The Saudi side are
aiming for a fifth continental title, after triumphing in
Asia’s premier club competition last year with victo-
ry over South Korea’s Pohang Steelers in the final. Al
Hilal’s Group A clashes with Istiklol will be closely
watched as the Tajik club beat the Saudis 4-1 during
one of the teams’ encounters in the group stages last
year. Al Rayyan of Qatar were also drawn in the
same group. In the east zone, two-time winners
Urawa Red Diamonds from Japan will face Chinese
Super League champions Shandong Taishan after
both sides were drawn in Group F. In Group I,
Japan’s Kawasaki Frontale, who last year won the J-
League for the fourth time in five seasons, will meet
eight-time Chinese Super League champions
Guangzhou FC-which is fighting for its future
because of a debt crisis at owners China
Evergrande.— AFP 

Sangare hit by tragedy

DOUALA: Ivory Coast goalkeeper Badra Ali
Sangare learned of the death of his father yesterday,
only a few hours after making headlines for a disas-
trous gaffe in his team’s Africa Cup of Nations game
against Sierra Leone. “It is with great sadness that
the Ivorian national team learned of the death in the
night of January 16-17 of the father of goalkeeper
Badra Ali Sangare,” said the Ivorian Football
Federation in a statement. The news comes after
team-mate Max-Alain Gradel lost his father on the
eve of the tournament. Gradel appeared to be in
tears after scoring in the Ivory Coast’s opening 1-0
win against Equatorial Guinea. Sangare has taken
over the gloves for the Elephants at this tournament
because first-choice goalkeeper Sylvain Gbohouo is
serving a doping ban. The Ivorians were leading 2-1
in the third minute of injury time in Sunday’s game
against Sierra Leone when Sangare went to catch a
ball headed back to him by a teammate in an attempt
to prevent a corner. — AFP 

Leinster thrash Montpellier 

PARIS: Montpellier crashed to the worst defeat ever
suffered by a French side in European Champions
Cup history on Sunday when they were thrashed 89-
7 by Irish province Leinster. French pride was sal-
vaged in part by teenage full-back Louis Bielle-
Biarrey who scored a hat-trick in Bordeaux-Begles’
45-10 win over Welsh side Scarlets while former
France scrum-half Morgan Parra came off the bench
to secure Clermont’s 25-19 win at home to Sale. The
Irish had further cause for celebration when Ulster
booked their place in the last 16 with a 24-20 win at
Northampton. Four-time winners Leinster scored 13
tries - Montpellier’s sole try scorer Masivesi
Dakuwaqa was sent off in the second-half - against a
side which had to field academy players due to the
number of COVID-19 cases in the first team squad.
“It’s not a rugby score, it’s a basketball score,” said
Montpellier coach Philippe Saint-Andre. “We were
struggling from the first to the last minute. I coached
for a long, long time. I never lost by this score. There
is not so much to say.”— AFP 

RIYADH: Real Madrid players celebrate winning the Spanish Super Cup final football match between Athletic Bilbao and Real
Madrid on January 16, 2022, at the King Fahd International stadium in the Saudi capital. — AFP 

Serbia’s Novak Djokovic 

Australia’s Ashes 
dominance papers 
over some cracks
HOBART: Australia’s 4-0 Ashes win was a huge
morale boost but drubbing a desperately poor
England also papered over cracks that must be
addressed before they can be the world’s best Test
side. Australia steamrolled England to win the fifth
and final Test by 146 runs in Hobart on Sunday,
adding to their big wins in Brisbane, Adelaide and
Melbourne. However, battering a subdued England is
a very different proposition to taking on the current
top Test nation, India, who dealt a blow to the
Australians’ pride at their last meeting by beating
them at home. And if the Aussies want to reclaim their
position at the top of the Test rankings, this Ashes
series has exposed a number of questions that need
to be answered.

Bowling
England’s fragile batting had no answers to the

relentless and hostile Australian attack. Australia have
relied on a three-man pace battery of Pat Cummins,
Mitchell Starc and Josh Hazlewood for the last two
years. But when Hazlewood suffered a side strain in
the first Test and missed the rest of the series,
Australian selectors were forced to bring in replace-
ments. Michael Neser, Jhye Richardson and Scott
Boland were brought in at various stages and per-
formed impressively, particularly Boland, who took
incredible figures of 6-7 in the second innings of the
Boxing Day Test in Melbourne.

The issue for Australia going forward is who to
leave out - a nice problem to have. More troubling is
the question of who is the next spinner in line after
Nathan Lyon. With their next Tests scheduled for
Pakistan in March, as well as Tests away to Sri Lanka
and India later in the year, Australia may need to play
two spinners on the sub-continent. Leg-spinner
Mitchell Swepson was in the Ashes squad and has
been named in six Test squads since 2017. But the 28-
year-old is still to make his Test debut.

Batting 
Australia’s batting remains strong although there

appear to be some concerns at the top of the order.
Numbers three and four, Marnus Labuschagne and
Steve Smith, are two of the best batsmen in the world
- and Travis Head came into his own, scoring two
slashing centuries in Brisbane and Hobart on his way
to being named man of the series. Australia have also
been rewarded for their patience with Cameron
Green. After a slow start against India last year, the
towering all-rounder averaged 15.77 with the ball and
32.57 with the bat. But there are issues lying in wait.
Mercurial opener David Warner is now 35 and his
powers appear to be waning.

Despite scoring 94 in Brisbane and 95 in Adelaide,
Warner’s form tailed off and he averaged just 34.13
for the series, finishing with a pair in Hobart. His
opening partner for the first four Tests, Marcus
Harris, was dropped after Sydney for another 35-
year-old, Usman Khawaja. Khawaja scored twin cen-
turies in Sydney at number five, but failed as an
opener in Hobart with zero and 11. Captain Cummins
admitted before the fifth Test that succession plan-
ning needed to be in place at the top of the order, but
with Will Pucovski battling concussion-related health
issues, there are no obvious candidates.—AFP

Ireland defeat 
‘sad’ Windies to 
claim ODI series
KINGSTON: Andy McBrine claimed four wickets and hit
a half-century as Ireland edged West Indies by two wick-
ets to win their One-Day International series 2-1 on
Sunday with home skipper Kieron Pollard describing the
defeat as “a sad day” for his struggling team. McBrine
took his total of wickets in the three matches to 10 as the
West Indies were all out for 212 in 44.4 overs at Sabina
Park. He then showed off his all-round talents by hitting a
top score of 59 off 100 balls with six boundaries and a six.
Harry Tector also played his part in what was Ireland’s
first away ODI series triumph against a fellow Test nation.
The 24-year-old finished with 52, his third successive
half-century and seventh in his last 10 matches. “It’s a sad
day for us and West Indies cricket,” admitted Pollard. “We
take responsibility and me too for the performance on the
field. It’s a bitter pill to swallow.”

He added: “We just haven’t been up to standard. Now
we need a holistic approach to go forward, not just on the
field. “It won’t happen tonight. We have to get together
and decide where we want to take West Indies cricket.”

When McBrine departed in the 31st over, the 28-year-old
all-rounder had taken Ireland to 152-3, helping his team
recover from losing opener William Porterfield to the first
ball of the innings to Alzarri Joseph. McBrine’s second
career half-century ended with a lazy swipe to Odean
Smith which was gobbled up by Shai Hope behind the
stumps.

However, Ireland, who were missing several players
including regular captain Andy Balbirnie because of
Covid, still had to endure a nervy finish, quickly slipping
from 190-4 to 208-8 before Craig Young steered the win-
ning boundary with 31 balls to spare. It was a memorable
series for McBrine-he also suffered concussion after
being hit on the head in the first game. After West Indies
were put in, he claimed 4-28 from his 10 overs of off-spin.
The home side were 119-7 at one stage before former
skipper Jason Holder (44) and Akeal Hosein (23) repaired
some of the damage.

Hope top-scored with 53 off 39 balls, hitting nine fours
and one six as he dominated an opening stand of 72 in 11
overs with Justin Greaves. McBrine particularly shone
when he removed Nicholas Pooran, Shamarh Brooks and
skipper Kieron Pollard in quick succession to put Ireland
within touch of a famous series victory. “It means a lot as
the last three, four weeks have not been easy,” said
McBrine. “But we have show great spirit.” West Indies
won the first game by 24 runs before Ireland leveled the
series with a five-wicket victory. The matches form part of
the qualifying path for the 2023 World Cup.— AFP 

Djokovic could be 
barred from French 
Open over vaccine 
PARIS: Novak Djokovic could be barred from playing
in the French Open under current rules after the sports
ministry said yesterday that elite sportspeople would
need to be vaccinated to perform in France. The ministry
said a new vaccine pass, approved by the French parlia-
ment on Sunday, “applies to everyone, to volunteers and
to elite sportspeople, including those coming from
abroad, until further notice.” The unvaccinated Djokovic
was deported from Australia on Sunday before the
Australian Open - the first Grand Slam tournament of the
year - after failing in a court battle to have the cancella-
tion of his visa overturned.

The French move appears to contradict Sports

Minister Roxana Maracineanu’s assertion last week that
certain events like the French Open had a special
exemption which could allow Djokovic to play in the
tournament without being vaccinated against coron-
avirus. Major events like the French Open previously
permitted unvaccinated athletes to compete as they
operated a health bubble around the tournament. If no
exemption is possible, the measure would dash the 34-
year-old Serb’s hopes of defending his French Open title
and potentially winning an unprecedented 21st Grand
Slam singles crown.

Djokovic’s hopes of a Grand Slam success in 2022
would then rest on Wimbledon as New York vaccination
rules, as they stand now, would rule him out of the US
Open. France’s vaccine pass law will require people to
carry vaccination certificates to enter public places such
as restaurants, cafes, cinemas and intercity trains. The
first major international sports event to be directly affect-
ed would be the upcoming Six Nations rugby champi-
onship when France will host Italy on February 6, Ireland
on February 12 and England on March 19.— AFP
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