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Morroco’s supporters react as they watch the live 
broadcast of the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group F foot-
ball match between Belgium and Morocco on 
November 27, 2022. — AFP photos

Morocco players celebrate Morocco’s midfielder #11 
Abdelhamid Sabiri scoring his team’s first goal dur-
ing the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group F football match 
between Belgium and Morocco. 

Belgium’s midfielder #06 Axel Witsel and Morocco’s 
midfielder #15 Selim Amallah (front) jump to head 
the ball during the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group F 
football match between Belgium and Morocco.

Japan fans cheer during the Qatar 2022 World Cup 
Group E football match between Japan and Costa Rica.

Canada’s defender Kamal Miller and Croatia’s mid-
fielder Luka Modric fight for the ball during their 
Qatar 2022 World Cup match at the Khalifa 
International Stadium on Nov 27, 2022. — AFP

A fan of Canada (left) and another of Croatia pose on the 
stands ahead of the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group F foot-
ball match between Croatia and Canada Doha on 
November 27, 2022. 

Morocco triumph, jeopardize  
Belgium’s World Cup hopes

Sabiri and Aboukhlal’s late goals secure a surprise 2-0 win

DOHA: Belgium’s goalkeeper #01 Thibaut Courtois (right) concedes a goal shot by Morocco’s midfielder #11 Abdelhamid Sabiri (unseen) during the Qatar 2022 
World Cup Group F football match between Belgium and Morocco on November 27, 2022. — AFP 

DOHA: Morocco jeopardized 
Belgium’s World Cup hopes as 
Abdelhamid Sabiri  and Zakaria 
Aboukhlal’s late goals secured a sur-
prise 2-0 triumph in Doha on Sunday. 
Belgium, third in Russia four years ago, 
could have qualified for the last 16 with 
victory but instead produced another 
insipid display after their fortunate 
opening win over Canada. Substitute 
Sabiri was the hero thanks to a 73rd-
minute free-kick which Thibaut 
Courtois allowed to bounce in at his 
near post, before Aboukhlal grabbed a 
second in stoppage time. The tens of 
thousands of Morocco supporters 
responded by cheering their team 
home at a raucous Al Thumama 
Stadium. 

Morocco replace Belgium at the 
top of Goup F and know they will 
qualify for the knockout phase for 
the first time since 1986 if they can 
avoid defeat against Canada on 
Thursday. Belgium, the world’s sec-
ond-ranked side, will have to beat 
2018 runners-up Croatia to be sure of 
going through. Roberto Martinez’s 
ageing side have reached at least the 
quarter-finals of each of the past four 
major tournaments. Belgium, whose 
captain Eden Hazard has admitted are 
not as good as in 2018, lacked spark 
and were made to pay by inspired 
opposition. 

Morocco were dealt a blow after 
the national anthems when goalkeeper 
Yassine Bounou appeared to gesture 
he would not be able to play. The 
experienced Munir El Kajoui was sent 
out in his place. The Atlas Lions fans 
vastly outnumbered their Belgian 
counterparts and breathed a sigh of 
rel ief  when the Europeans almost 
grabbed a fourth-minute lead. Hazard 
played in Michy Batshuayi whose 

effort from a tight angle was kept out 
by Munir. Belgium dominated the 

early exchanges but Morocco did 
manage a shot at goal when 

Hakim Ziyech fired over from 
distance. 

 
Morocco gain confidence 

The African side 
continued to grow 

into the contest 
and Selim Amallah, 
who was born in 
Belgium, volleyed 
into the stands 
before Achraf 

Hakimi blazed a pre-
sentable chance off target. The 
crowd erupted in raucous celebra-
tion when Ziyech’s free-kick flew all 
the way into the net in first-half 

injury time. But the goal was 
ruled out after a VAR check, 
as Romain Saiss was leaning 

just offside and the former Wolves 
defender was in ‘keeper Courtois’ eye-
line. Both teams started the second 
period brightly, with Ziyech shooting 
straight at Courtois and Hazard bring-
ing a save from Munir at his near post. 

Sofiane Boufal almost broke the 
deadlock in the 57th minute after a 
jinking run but bent the ball narrowly 
wide of the far post. Martinez made 
two changes on the hour mark, replac-
ing the ineffective Hazard with Dries 
Mertens and bringing on Youri 
Tielemans for Amadou Onana in mid-
field. Mertens almost made an immedi-
ate impact when his strike from just 
outside the area was beaten away by 
Munir. The deadlock was finally broken 
with 17 minutes remaining as Sabiri’s 
free-kick from near the touchline, much 
like for Ziyech’s ruled out goal, caught 
out a flat-footed Courtois. 

Martinez threw on Romelu Lukaku, 
expected to miss the game injured, in a 
desperate attempt to get back into the 
match. But Belgium had long since run 
out of ideas and it was Morocco who 
scored the second goal of the game. 
Brilliant play by Ziyech created space 
in the area for Aboukhlal to lash the 
Chelsea winger’s pull-back into the 
roof of the net. Any tension in the 
stands was lifted and the Morocco fans 
were able to celebrate their first World 
Cup win in 24 years. —  AFP  

Morocco's midfielder #11 Abdelhamid Sabiri 
celebrates after he scored his team's first goal.

DOHA: Japan captain Maya Yoshida urged his team to 
stick together after their 1-0 loss to Costa Rica on 
Sunday and believes a place in the knock-out round is 
still within their reach. Yoshida said the Blue Samurai 
struggled to come down from the high of beating 
Germany in their opening game and found it “difficult” 
to prepare for Costa Rica, who were coming off a 7-0 
thrashing by Spain. 

Japan will likely now need at least a point in their 
final group game against Spain to progress and 
Yoshida urged his team-mates to pull off another 
famous win. “We didn’t have the same mentality as 
against Germany today, probably - that was our big 
mistake,” Yoshida said, after losing to a Costa Rica side 
that scored in the 81st minute with their first shot on 

target. “It’s too easy to say we give up. Our strength is 
solidarity and unity. Again, we need to stick together 
and try to get the three points in the next game.” 

Japan looked a shadow of the vibrant side that 
roared back to stun Germany as they toiled against a 
defense-minded Costa Rica. A win would have seen 
the Blue Samurai take a giant step towards the last 16 
and Yoshida admitted they found the situation difficult 
to deal with. “After the huge win against Germany and 
a big defeat for Costa Rica against Spain, it was a very 
difficult preparation, mentally,” he said. “I’ve been ask-
ing myself all the time for these past three days, are 
you ready? I asked that to the squad as well.” 

Japan had the lion’s share of possession but failed 
to carve out many clear-cut chances against a Costa 
Rica side playing with five defenders. Instead it was 
“Los Ticos” who scored with their only chance of the 
game, after a loose clearance by Yoshida allowed 

Keysher Fuller to fire off a shot that beat goalkeeper 
Shuichi Gonda. “You have to take your chances and we 
didn’t,” said Japan defender Yuto Nagatomo. “They 
hardly had any chances but when they had one, they 
scored from it. That’s football. “We have to accept this 
result but we’re not finished yet. We have to get ready 
for the Spain game.” 

Japan manager Hajime Moriyasu made five changes 
from the starting line-up that beat Germany but said he 
had “no regrets” about how his team played. He refused to 
push the panic button with one game still remaining. “Spain 
are a strong team but we thought from the start that we 
would need three games to qualify so we’ll keep preparing 
as normal,” said the manager. “Beating Germany doesn’t 
mean we can beat Spain - both teams have won the World 
Cup and we have a lot of respect for them - but we did 
beat Germany. “Spain will be a tough game but I think we 
have a good chance of winning.” — AFP 

Costa Rica stun Japan 

DOHA: Croatia got their World Cup campaign back 
on track as Andrej Kramaric’s double inspired a 4-1 
win that eliminated Canada in Sunday’s Group F 
grudge match in Doha. Zlatko Dalic’s side were 
stunned by Alphonso Davies’s second-minute opener 
at the Khalifa International Stadium. But Hoffenheim 
forward Kramaric equalised and Marko Livaja put the 
2018 World Cup runners-up ahead just before half-
time. 

Second-half goals from Kramaric and Lovro Majer 
ensured Croatia could celebrate their first win of the 
tournament after a goalless draw with Morocco in 
their first match. Croatia sit top of Group F, above 
Morocco on goal difference, and a draw in their final 

game against Belgium on Thursday would guarantee 
they reach the last 16. It was an especially sweet suc-
cess for Croatia after Canada boss John Herdman irked 
Dalic’s men with his profane attempt to inspire his 
players after a 1-0 defeat against Belgium in their 
group opener. 

The Croatians let their football do the talking on 
Sunday, allowing them to seize control of a group 
blown wide open by Morocco’s shock 2-0 win against 
Belgium earlier in the afternoon. Canada competed 
gamely but have now lost all five matches in their 
World Cup history, with their only previous appear-
ance in 1986 also ending in group-stage elimination. 

Herdman’s team took just 68 seconds to rock 
Croatia when Tajon Buchanan crossed into the Croatia 
area and Davies timed his run perfectly to power a 
header past Dominik Livakovic from 10 yards. 
Canada’s first ever World Cup goal was welcome 
redemption for Davies after the Bayern Munich star’s 
penalty was saved by Thibaut Courtois in the Belgium 
defeat. But the fastest goal so far in this World Cup 
served as a wake-up call for Croatia. 

With Chelsea midfielder Mateo Kovacic pulling the 
strings, Croatia’s clever passing and movement gradu-

ally took a toll on Canada and they drew level in the 
36th minute. Kramaric was picked out by Ivan Perisic’s 
deft reverse pass into the Canada area and he took a 
touch before drilling a fine finish into the far corner 
from an acute angle. Croatia were hitting their stride 
and Hajduk Split forward Livaja, selected in place of 
Nikola Vlasic, repaid Dalic’s faith in the 44th minute. 

Josip Juranovic’s run was halted just outside the 
Canada area, but Livaja pounced on the loose ball, 
nimbly shifting it out of his feet before sending a 
superb low strike past Milan Borjan. Canada substitute 
Jonathan Osorio was inches away from equalizing with 
a long-range blast that flashed just wide early in the 
second half. Chances kept coming at both ends and 
Borjan plunged to his right to keep out Kramaric’s 
close-range shot before Jonathan David’s strike was 20 
yards was tipped over by Livakovic. 

The predatory Kramaric delivered the knockout 
blow in the 70th minute. Perisic’s cross reached 
Kramaric in the Canada area and he worked space for 
a left-foot finish that arrowed through Atiba 
Hutchinson’s legs into the bottom corner. Majer’s tap-
in completed the rout from Mislav Orsic’s pass in stop-
page time.  —AFP  

Croatia send 
Canada out 
of World Cup


