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TIRANA: Roma’s players celebrate with the trophy after winning the UEFA Europa Conference League final against Feyenoord at the Air Albania Stadium on May 25, 2022. —AFP

TIRANA: Nicolo Zaniolo won Roma their first ever
major European trophy on Wednesday with the only
goal in a 1-0 win over Feyenoord in the inaugural
Europa Conference League final. Italy international
Zaniolo struck with a well-taken finish in the 32nd
minute to earn Roma their first trophy of any kind since
2008 and cap a successful first season for coach Jose
Mourinho in Rome.

Mourinho was moved to tears by his fifth continen-
tal cup as a coach, the first for an Italian team since he
led Inter Milan to the Champions League 12 years ago.
“It was a real struggle but I’m really happy,” Zaniolo
said to Sky. “It was my dream and now I’ve done it.”

Roma, Fairs Cup winners in 1961, rode their luck

with Feyenoord having the lion’s share of the play and
twice striking the woodwork in the second half. But
they remained solid in the face of Dutch dominance
and brought joy to one of Europe’s most passionate
and success-starved fan bases. Over 50,000 fans
packed the Stadio Olimpico in the Italian capital to
watch their team make a little piece of history in
Albania and poured onto the pitch once the trophy was
secured.

Meanwhile the small corner of supporters allowed
into Tirana’s National Stadium roared with delight once
referee Istvan Kovacs blew his whistle to end their
team’s trophy drought. “We know that after these
amazing victories it’s always difficult to start again but

a real team wins, celebrates and then gets going again,”
said Rome-born captain Lorenzo Pellegrini.

For 1970 European champions Feyenoord it was
their first ever defeat in a European final as well as
being the first loss in the competition for Arne Slot’s
team. Zaniolo broke the deadlock with the only real
moment of magic in what was a tight, scrappy opening
half. He expertly brought down Gianluca Mancini’s ball
over the top that just escaped Gernot Trauner before
flicking a finish past the onrushing Justin Bijlow.

The goal made Zaniolo the first Italian to score in a
European final since Filippo Inzaghi in 2007 as well as
a confirmed hero for Roma fans. Feyenoord had domi-
nated the ball, creating nothing of interest, but that

changed almost immediately after the restart. Trauner
diverted a low cross off the post and seconds later Rui
Patricio made his first real save of the match, the
Portuguese reacting well to push Guus Til’s shot away.

And the 34-year-old was called into action again
four minutes after the break, flinging himself to his left
to just tip Tyrell Malacia’s rocket of a shot onto the
woodwork. Almost straight after Tammy Abraham had
his hands in the air in disbelief when he was pulled
back by Marcos Senesi just as he was charging through
on goal, but Feyenoord were clearly on top. The Dutch
side continued to push but a spirited defensive display
typical of Mourinho’s teams held them off and handed
Roma a rare moment of glory.  —AFP

Roma win Conference League title

Alcaraz, Zverev pull
off escapes as Nadal,
Djokovic cruise
PARIS: Spanish teenage sensation Carlos Alcaraz and
third seed Alexander Zverev both saved a match point
in five-set French Open thrillers, while 13-time winner
Rafael Nadal and reigning champion Novak Djokovic
eased into the third round Wednesday. Alcaraz, widely
tipped as a title contender, rallied from the brink to
defeat compatriot Albert Ramos-Vinolas 6-1, 6-7
(7/9), 5-7, 7-6 (7/2), 6-4 after four hours and 34 min-
utes. “I feel tired,” said Alcaraz. “It was a great battle, a
great match and we fought until the last point.”

The 19-year-old Alcaraz is attempting to become
just the eighth teenager to capture a major men’s title,
and backed as the man to break the stranglehold of
Djokovic and Nadal. But he was pushed to the limit by
the seasoned Ramos-Vinolas, 15 years his elder and
whose best performance at a Grand Slam came when
he made the quarter-finals in Paris six years ago.

Alcaraz, the tour’s dominant player in 2022 with a
season-leading four titles, fought off a match point to
break Ramos-Vinolas as he served at 5-4 in the fourth
set. He then clawed his way back from 3-0 in the
decider, producing an outrageous backhand pass to
retrieve the break and more sensational baseline
scrambling to move 5-4 in front before closing out vic-
tory with an ace. Alcaraz goes on to face US 27th seed
Sebastian Korda, the last man to defeat him at Monte
Carlo in April in what was his only loss in 19 matches
on clay this season.

Zverev, a 2021 semi-finalist, dug himself out of a
deep hole against Argentina’s Sebastian Baez to avoid
his earliest loss at a major in three years. Zverev over-
came Baez 2-6, 4-6, 6-1, 6-2, 7-5 and will play
Brandon Nakashima of the US for a place in the last 16.
“I’m happy still being in the tournament right now,”
said Zverev, who was match point down on serve at 4-
5 in the final set.

“I was planning my holiday in Monaco, where I was
going to go and who I was going to with and that
relaxed me, thinking about the beach. “You just have to
find a way.” It was the third comeback from a two-set
deficit in Zverev’s career. He trailed fellow German
Oscar Otte 2-0 in the opening round at Roland Garros
a year ago before his run to the last four.

Nadal brings up triple century
Nadal breezed past French wildcard Corentin

Moutet 6-3, 6-1, 6-4 for the 300th Grand Slam win of
his career. Roger Federer (369) and Djokovic (325) are
the only men to have more than the record 21-time
major champion. His French Open record now stands at
a staggering 107 wins and just three losses since his

2005 title-winning debut. “I think it was a good match
against a very difficult player with lots of talent,” said
Nadal, whose build-up to the tournament was ham-
pered by a foot injury. The last couple of months
haven’t been easy. The victories help a lot.”

Djokovic made comfortable work of Slovakia’s Alex
Molcan, the world number one winning 6-2, 6-3, 7-6
(7/4) against a player trained by his long-time former
coach Marian Vajda, the man who inspired most of his
20 Grand Slam titles. “So far so good. I’m pleased with
the way I’m feeling on the court,” Djokovic said after
reaching the last 32 at Roland Garros for the 17th
straight year. “It was never going to be an easy match,
but I thought I performed very well. Everything is
going in the right direction. I’m looking forward to the
next challenge.” The top seed will continue his bid for
a third Roland Garros crown against Slovenia’s Aljaz
Bedene in the last 32. 

Meanwhile, Karolina Pliskova became the sixth top
10 women’s seed to exit the French Open on Thursday
when she was knocked out by world number 227
Leolia Jeanjean. Eighth-seeded Pliskova, last year’s
Wimbledon runner-up and a semi-finalist in Paris in
2017, lost 6-2, 6-2 to the 26-year-old Frenchwoman
who cut her teeth as a leading college player in the
United States.

Former number one Pliskova joins fellow top 10
seeds, defending champion Barbora Krejcikova,
Maria Sakkari, Ons Jabeur, Anett Kontaveit and for-
mer winner Garbine Muguruza in failing to get
through to the third round. Jeanjean is the lowest-
ranked woman to beat a top 10 player at Roland
Garros in 34 years. “I don’t really realize what’s going
on. I find it just incredible,” said Jeanjean, all smiles
on the court just after his victory.

Considered a future star at 12, Jeanjean saw her
career abruptly halted by injuries, including a triple
dislocation of the knee. She then left to study in the
United States, only returning to top-level tennis at
the end of 2020. “I wanted to come back so as not
to regret anything. I think I made the right choice,”
she said. —AFP

Kaepernick working
out with Raiders
LOS ANGELES: Colin Kaepernick has been invited to
train with the Las Vegas Raiders, marking the first time
the quarterback has worked out with an NFL team
since his de facto exile from the sport following his
2016 social justice protests, reports said Wednesday.
ESPN and NFL Network both reported that
Kaepernick was working out with the Raiders this
week after being approached by the team.

Kaepernick, 34, has not played in the NFL or trained
with a club since becoming a free agent in 2017 after
being informed that he would be released by the San
Francisco 49ers. Kaepernick’s departure from the 49ers,
who he led to a Super Bowl appearance in 2013, fol-
lowed a tumultuous 2016 campaign in which he sparked
a nationwide debate by refusing to stand for the US
national anthem to draw attention to racial injustice. It
followed the deaths of several unarmed black men at the
hands of US law enforcement. In Sept 2017, the wider
protest movement started by Kaepernick became a tar-
get of criticism by then US President Donald Trump,
calling a player who kneeled a “son of a b****” and
saying all who kneeled should be fired for insulting the
nation and its military.

Kaepernick later sued the NFL, accusing team own-
ers of colluding to keep him out of the league following
his departure from the 49ers. He subsequently settled
the suit for a figure reported to be less than $10 million.

Kaepernick’s activism has been viewed more sympa-
thetically by the NFL in the wake of the nationwide
debate over racial injustice triggered by the murder of
George Floyd by a police officer in Minneapolis in
2020. NFL commissioner Roger Goodell later apolo-
gized over the league’s handling of Kaepernick’s
protests. “I wish we had listened earlier, Kaep, to what
you were kneeling about and what you were trying to
bring attention to,” Goodell said in 2020. “We had
invited him in several times to have the conversation, to
have the dialogue. I wish we had the benefit of that, we
never did. We would have benefited from that,
absolutely.”  —AFP

ANN ARBOR, Michigan: In this file photo taken on April 2,
2022, Colin Kaepernick participates in a throwing exhibition
during half time of the Michigan spring football game at
Michigan Stadium.  —AFP

PARIS: Spain’s Carlos Alcaraz stretches to return the ball to
Spain’s Albert Ramos-Vinolas during their men’s singles
match of the Roland-Garros Open tennis tournament at the
Court Simonne-Mathieu on May 25, 2022.  —AFP

FIFPro sounds alarm
over player workloads
PARIS: Global players’ union FIFPro has sounded the
alarm over the damaging impact on professional foot-
ballers of playing too many matches in a report released
Thursday, ahead of this weekend’s Champions League
final between Liverpool and Real Madrid in Paris.
FIFpro’s Player Workload Monitoring report focuses on
the findings of a survey carried out between October and
December 2021 of 1,055 professional male players aged
18 and older, as well as of 92 high-performance coaches.

The survey asked questions of the demands of playing
too many games and not having long enough rest periods
in between, with 88 percent of coaches believing players
should not play more than 55 matches per season.
Saturday’s final will see Liverpool stars Sadio Mane and
Mohamed Salah play their 70th matches this season,
starting with pre-season, according to analysis by FIFPro
and Football Benchmark.

Over 60 percent of those matches were in what is
known as the critical zone, defined as when players have
had less than five days’ rest beforehand and are therefore

more susceptible to muscle injuries. Mane and Salah have
travelled an average of 90,000 km each to represent
their club and national teams this season, the analysis
shows, while Real Madrid duo Eder Militao and Vinicius
Junior have travelled 128,000 km each, mostly to play for
Brazil. For Liverpool, who have already won the English
League Cup and FA Cup, Saturday’s final will be their
63rd competitive outing of the campaign. According to
FIFPro’s report, 54 percent of players said they had suf-
fered an injury due to schedule overload, while 82 per-
cent of coaches said they observed mental health issues
in players caused by playing too many games.

It cites the example of Mikel Oyarzabal, the Spain for-
ward who played at Euro 2020 and then travelled to the
Tokyo Olympics. Eight days after playing in the Olympic
final, he played for Real Sociedad against Barcelona in
their first match this season. In October he suffered a
muscle tear which saw him miss seven matches, before in
March he suffered a ruptured cruciate knee ligament and
missed the rest of this season.

“We are athletes, not machines. Our bodies and our
minds have natural limits,” says the foreword to FIFPro’s
report, jointly signed by a group of players including Inter
Milan’s Arturo Vidal, Leonardo Bonucci of Juventus and
Italy, and Japan’s Maya Yoshida. —AFP


