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Opponents bury 
biennial World 
Cup campaign
DOHA: FIFA is slowly burying a plan to hold a
World Cup every two years, which will not even
be discussed at the global body’s annual con-
gress this week, and leaders are now seeking
other ways to feature top national sides. While
no “concrete talks” have been started, regional
confederations are considering a new version of
the Confederations Cup featuring teams from
Europe and South America, according to a
source close to the negotiations. An idea to
enlarge Europe’s League of Nations to take in
South American countries has also been mooted,
sources said.

Talks are expected on the sidelines of the
FIFA Congress to be held on Thursday in Doha.
But the alternatives are moving slowly as FIFA’s
agenda is dominated by sanctions imposed on
Russian football after the country’s invasion of
Ukraine. Russia has been expelled from the race
to secure places at this year’s Qatar World Cup.
Members will be called upon to back the exclu-
sion at the congress. The biennial World Cup has
been left off the agenda, with only changes to the
women’s football calendar scheduled for a vote
by the 211 member associations.

‘Never happen’ 
FIFA president Gianni Infantino had proposed

holding a world championship every two years
from 2026. While Africa and Asia was tempted,
the European and South American federations
came out strongly against. Even the International
Olympic Committee expressed concerns about
the competition calendar and Infantino’s refer-
ences to two years have dried up. “It will never
happen,” one top football official told AFP, on
condition of anonymity.

UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin said this
month that a biennial World Cup was a “no go”
and that FIFA recognizes this. FIFA launched a
massive campaign to persuade its members that
a World Cup every two years would bring them
extra cash and prestige. In December it promised
an extra 19 million dollars every four years for
each national federation while its “solidarity”
payments would “potentially” rise from six to 25
million dollars-if the reform was passed.

FIFA denied it was simply aiming to make
more revenue, however, insisting that it would
give more chances for players to shine on the
world stage, while being organized with fewer
breaks in national championships. It could poten-
tially double the six billion dollars it makes every
four years, according to a study it commissioned.
But the European Clubs Association and the
World Leagues Forum, which takes in 42 top
national championships, were also against.

Players and supporter groups expressed con-
cern about the mental and physical impact on
players and the dent in the savings for fans who
save up to be able to travel to the finals every
four years. The Confederations Cup, which was
played from 1992 until 2019, had featured the
eight top nations from each continent playing in
a tournament one year before the World Cup.
Europe’s League of Nations features has fea-
tured 16 countries since being launched by UEFA
in 2018. Ceferin said he was confident that a
solution with FIFA will be reached “soon”.—AFP

PARIS: Denmark midfielder Christian Eriksen
scored Tuesday on his return to the Copenhagen
stadium where he suffered a cardiac arrest last
year as England and France also won the latest
round of pre-World Cup friendlies. The Dane,
wearing the captain’s armband, struck in the 57th
minute to round off Denmark’s 3-0 friendly win
against Serbia in the Parken Stadium where he col-
lapsed and nearly died in a European champi-
onship match against Finland last June.

“To come back to Parken and score a goal with
the welcome I received... is something that gives
you goosebumps. It makes me incredibly happy,”
said Eriksen. At Wembley, Ollie Watkins scored on
his first start for England as Gareth Southgate’s
rejigged side beat 10-man Ivory Coast 3-0.

A reshuffled France also saw Kylian Mbappe
and Olivier Giroud on target for the world champi-
ons in a comfortable 5-0 victory over South Africa
eight months before the World Cup kicks off in
Doha. European heavyweights Germany and the
Netherlands played out a 1-1 draw in Amsterdam
while Italy salvaged some pride days after failing
to qualify for a second consecutive World Cup,
beating Turkey 3-2 in Konya.

In Copenhagen, taking to the pitch, Eriksen was
handed the captain’s armband and received a huge
wave of applause from the home crowd. “Welcome
home Eriksen” and “Welcome home Christian”
banners were unfurled by fans as the players came
onto the pitch at the capital’s national stadium.
Joakim Maehle opened the scoring for Denmark
after quarter of an hour with Jesper Lindstrom
adding a second eight minutes after the break.

Eriksen, who has relaunched his club career with
Brentford in the Premier League, scored the third
with a shot from outside the box for his 38th goal in

111 appearances. The 30-year-old was substituted
after 80 minutes, leaving the field to a standing
ovation and was later named man of the match. In
London, Southgate’s new-look home team took
time to settle but first-half strikes from Watkins and
captain Raheem Sterling either side of a red card
for the visitors put them in total control.

The game fizzled out as a sporting contest as
England lost their rhythm but Tyrone Mings head-
ed home from a corner in stoppage time to add
gloss to the scoreline for the Euro 2020 runners-
up in the final match before the World Cup draw
on Friday. European champions Italy also rung the
changes days after their shock defeat to North
Macedonia that denied them a World Cup berth.
Bryan Cristante’s 35th minute header and a
Giacomo Raspadori brace gave the European
champions the win after Cengiz Under had given
the hosts a fourth-minute lead.

Serdar Dursun pulled one back with seven min-
utes left but Gianluigi Donnarumma, who had a
wobbly evening, stopped the Fenerbahce forward
from heading Turkey level moments later with a
superb save. “It was the first time that they all
played together so it wasn’t easy for them,” added
Mancini. “They’re all young lads, they need time. It
wasn’t easy even if the match itself wasn’t worth
very match. They were good and that makes me
happy for them.”

Dominant France
In Lille, Giroud scored either side of a Mbappe

brace for his 48th goal for Les Bleus to close in on
Thierry Henry’s record of 51. Mbappe curled in
France’s opening goal after 23 minutes off an
Antoine Griezmann cross with the Atletico Madrid
forward also involved in Giroud’s second. Mbappe

got the third with quarter of an hour to go from
the penalty spot with Wissam Ben Yedder and
Matteo Guendouzi adding two as South Africa
played a man down after Khuliso Mudau’s late
sending-off.

In Amsterdam, Tottenham forward Steven
Bergwijn came off the bench to equalize for the

Netherlands after Thomas Mueller had put the
Germans ahead just before the break. “Heading
into Qatar, we have to use every international
match and that was valuable,” said Germany cap-
tain Manuel Neuer. “We were decent for long
stretches and the bottom line is that the team is on
a very good path.” —AFP

Eriksen scores on Copenhagen return

England, France, Italy win friendlies; 
Germany, Netherlands play out draw

COPENHAGEN: Denmark’s Joakim Maehle scores the opening goal during the friendly football match
Denmark v Serbia at the Parken Stadion on March 29, 2022. —AFP

Bitter disappointment 
in Cairo as Egypt lose 
World Cup shot
CAIRO: Heads in Cairo hung heavy as the Pharaohs
lost their place in the Qatar World Cup to the
Senegalese Lions of Teranga after a nailbiting
penalty shootout on Tuesday. Portuguese coach
Carlos Queiroz tweeted after the game that the
“dream is over”, after once again finding his team in
a shootout with the hopes of Egypt’s 103-million
strong population hanging in the balance.

Tuesday’s match in Senegal was an eagerly
awaited second chance for the Pharoahs to gain
revenge after the Africa Cup of Nations final last
month, which the Lions of Teranga won 4-2 on
penalties in Cameroon after 120 goalless minutes.
But instead it was disappointment again. “We didn’t
expect this,” Emad Ramadan sullenly told AFP from
a coffee shop in eastern Cairo where some 300
supporters gathered around televisions in a small
garden, an urban phenomenon that has grown
exceedingly rare over the past few years.

The sounds of the crowd were deafening - moth-
ers teaching their children household cheers, fans
playing red-white-and-black kazoos, and many a
backseat-coach yelling instructions at the TV. Three
hundred voices cheered as star goalkeeper
Mohammed El-Shennawy blocked goal after goal. A
couple of botched penalties, including a wayward
spot kick from Egyptian superstar Mohamed Salah,

and one decisive kick by Senegalese forward Sadio
Mane later, the hundreds of voices went completely
silent.

“We’ve always said that one team gets to be the
African champion, the other gets to go to the World
Cup,” Ramadan said. “Now they’ve done both.”
Egypt is a seven-time African champion - a record
on the continent - but has only qualified for the
World Cup three times, the latest in 2018. The first
leg of the playoff in front of a 75,000-strong stadi-
um in Cairo last Friday, proved a lacklustre victory.

Liverpool forward Salah was the architect of the
only goal when he turned inside the box, slammed
the ball against the crossbar, with the rebound hit-
ting Saliou Ciss and rolling into the net. Senegalese
forward Boulaye Dia scored in the fourth minute
Tuesday, making the aggregate score 1-1 for 116
nailbiting minutes. For the third time in two months,
the titans of Liverpool found themselves on oppo-
site sides. Once again Salah’s club teammate Mane
came out top.

No relief for Egyptians
EgyptAir chartered 300 supporters to the

Senegalese capital Dakar on Tuesday. Back home in
Cairo, those not able to make the trip were cheering
and groaning in unison. What was once an urban
tradition of large crowds gathering to watch foot-
ball matches together has been reduced to small
pockets across the capital Cairo in recent years.

In many areas of the city - particularly central
Cairo - traffic and police officers regularly shut
down gatherings, citing Covid-19 restrictions and
social distancing requirements in a country where
restrictions have been lax and unevenly enforced,

but large public gatherings of any kind are discour-
aged by authorities. A victory would have been a
rare chance for Cairo’s streets to fill with the famil-
iar sounds of cars honking and an air of celebration
to cushion what has been a difficult month for
Egyptians across the country.

Egyptians are gearing up for the month of
Ramadan, which starts in April, with tightened purse
strings. Inflation is at a three-year high of 10 per-
cent, a 17 percent currency devaluation bodes more
price hikes, and the war in Ukraine threatens the
country’s wheat - and therefore bread - in a coun-
try where a third of the population is under the
poverty line. “Football can make people so happy,”
Abdelaziz Mohamed told AFP. “It could have
brought us out of this terrible mood we’ve been in
for a while.” —AFP

CAIRO: Egypt supporters watch the second leg of the
2022 Qatar World Cup African Qualifiers football match
between Senegal and Egypt on March 29, 2022. —AFP

UAE stun South 
Korea to earn 
WCup playoff 
DUBAI: Harib Abdalla Suhail scored the all-impor-
tant goal as the UAE stunned South Korea 1-0 on
Tuesday to advance to an Asian qualifying playoff
against Australia on the road to the World Cup in
Qatar. South Korea and Iran had already made the
cut directly from Group A in the final round of qual-
ifying, leaving the UAE and Iraq in a crunch battle
to clinch the third spot in order to earn the right to
meet Australia, who finished third in Group B.

The winners of that match will meet a South
American team in an inter-continental playoff with
the victors advancing to the World Cup proper. The
loss in Dubai on Tuesday was South Korea’s first
defeat in 10 matches as they finished second in
Group A with 23 points, two behind top side Iran.

The Emiratis have been in the finals of the quad-
rennial showpiece only once, in 1990, and although
they were allowed only a miserly 23 percent ball
possession, they managed to sneak a goal through
the South Korean defense in the 54th minute to
grab a crucial victory and finish on 12 points.

Mohammed al-Balushi provided the assist with a
headed pass and after a 40-yard run Suhail found
the bottom right corner of the South Korean net
with a fine left-footed shot. The rattled South
Koreans tried their utmost to find the equaliser but
the hosts held firm to keep their hopes alive via the
playoff route.

Iraqi hopes evaporate
Iraq faced Syria a few kilometres across Dubai at

the Rashid Stadium but the Iraqis fell behind in the
third minute to an Alaa al-Dali goal before Aymen
Hussein’s 31st minute strike helped them restore
parity. Iraq would have made the playoff only if they
had beaten Syria and the UAE drew with or lost to
South Korea. Earlier Iran beat Lebanon 2-0 to finish
in top spot with Sardar Azmoun and Alireza
Jahanbakhsh on target at the Imam Reza Stadium in
Mashhad.

Lebanon too had an outside chance of qualifying
for the playoff if they had won and the UAE and
Iraq lost on Tuesday but the hosts were too strong
for them as they crashed to their sixth defeat in
Group A. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia topped Group B
after a 1-0 win over Australia saw them finish on 23
points, one point ahead of Japan. Australia had a
goal disallowed by VAR late in the first half after
Martin Boyle was ruled offside in their last match in
Group B in the port city of Jeddah.

The Socceroos crashed to their third defeat as
they conceded a penalty in the 65th minute and
Salem al-Dawsari made no mistake with his effort.
In other matches Oman finished on a high by beat-
ing China 2-0 while Japan, who have already quali-
fied for Qatar, and Vietnam played out a 1-1 draw.
For China, who have played in the finals only once
before, it was yet another disappointing qualifying
campaign as they finished fifth in Group B with just
one win and six defeats. —AFP

MASHHAD: Lebanon’s defender Maher Sabra (left)
attempts a header during the 2022 Qatar World Cup
Asian Qualifiers football match between Iran and
Lebanon, at the Imam Reza Sports Complex in the city
of Mashhad on March 29, 2022.  —AFP

WCup-bound Japan 
end on flat note with 
Vietnam draw
SAITAMA: Japan manager Hajime Moriyasu
warned his team they will need to shape up if they
are to meet their target of reaching the World Cup
quarter-finals after drawing 1-1 with Vietnam in
their final qualifier on Tuesday. Japan booked their
place at a seventh straight World Cup with a win

against Australia last week, but they ended their
campaign on a flat note at home to a Vietnam team
that had taken just three points from nine games in
Group B.

Moriyasu said he wants his side to reach at least
the last eight for the first time in Qatar, but he is
looking for improvement after fielding an experi-
mental line-up against Vietnam. “I have to look at
the future but I also need to make sure that we take
each game as it comes,” said Moriyasu, who
watched his captain Maya Yoshida miss a gilt-
edged chance late in the game. “We clinched our
World Cup place last week in Australia but there
are still things that we need to work on. We have a

target but that doesn’t mean that we won’t look at
the things in the near future.”

Vietnam went in front in the 19th minute when
Nguyen Thanh Binh headed in direct from a corner,
and the visitors held their lead going into half-time.
Yoshida equalized in the 54th minute but Japan
could not find a winner despite fierce second-half
pressure, and had a goal disallowed by the video
assistant referee. “The players did their best but we
needed to function as a team,” said Moriyasu. “It
was a little bit difficult for the players on the pitch
today. We didn’t really have much time to prepare
with this line-up, but all the players need to be
ready.” —AFP


