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AL KHOR: A wildcard selection in Germany’s World 
Cup squad, journeyman striker Niclas Fuellkrug-nick-
named ‘Gap’ due to a missing front tooth-may have 
plugged coach Hansi Flick’s biggest hole in Qatar. 
Stalked by misfortune in an injury-hit career, 
Fuellkrug’s late equalizer against Spain on Sunday 
revived Germany’s spluttering World Cup campaign 
and offered a lesson in perseverance. 

Nothing has come easy for the 29-year-old 
Fuellkrug, who 12 months ago was toiling away in the 
second division, far from the national team radar after 
four major knee operations. It was around that time 
Fuellkrug hit a rich vein of form which propelled Werder 
Bremen back into the top flight. A return to the elite has 
not slowed Fuellkrug, who is the top German scorer in 
the Bundesliga this season with 10 goals in 14 matches. 

With Germany in danger of a second successive 
World Cup group-stage exit, Flick turned to Fuellkrug 
to come off the bench against Spain and the striker 
delivered what could prove a turning point for the 
four-time world champions. Speaking after the 1-1 
draw at the Al Bayt Stadium, Flick summed up 
Fuellkrug’s value to the team, saying “he showed us 
how to score goals”. 

While Flick’s statement may have been made partly 
in jest, it does strike at the heart of a problem German 
football has had since the retirement of all-time top 
scorer Miroslav Klose after their World Cup win in 
2014. Germany scored 18 goals on their way to the 
2014 title, seven of which came in the semi-final demo-
lition of Brazil. In 2010, the Germans scored 16 on their 
way to a third-place finish. When they crashed out in 
the first round in 2018, their earliest World Cup elimi-

nation in 80 years, they found the net only twice. 
After losing 2-1 to Japan in their opening game in 

Qatar, Germany were again teetering on the precipice. 
Enter Fuellkrug, whose last Germany appearance 
before he made his senior debut in a pre-tournament 
friendly against Oman had come for the Under-20 side 
eight years ago. He became Germany’s oldest outfield 
debutant for 20 years as he scored against Oman 
hours before arriving in Qatar and his well-timed pur-
ple patch has thrust him onto the big stage. 

 
‘A good lad’  

With goal difference potentially crucial in Group E, 
where each team can still qualify with one game to 
play, the inclusion of a sure-fire goalscorer in the 
starting XI may seem logical, particularly for a team 
without one. Flick would not be drawn on Sunday 
whether his striker’s heroics have earned him a starting 
spot against Costa Rica. 

“It is too early after the game to make a statement, 
but we are very happy - he showed his determination. 
“He gives a lot to the team not just his goals, but he’s 
also a good lad. He has his heart in the right place and 
we are very happy to have him.” It was a sentiment 
shared by the unheralded striker’s more illustrious 
teammates, including Thomas Mueller who was 
subbed off for Fuellkrug and may have the most to lose 
by his inclusion. “It was outstanding the way Fuellkrug 
nailed it in like that. It’s a great story.” 

Manchester City midfielder Ilkay Gundogan said 
“you can see from Niclas’ goal the quality that he 
has. It was a brutally important goal”, while Leon 
Goretzka praised his teammate’s “pure determina-

tion” to score. Fuellkrug himself tried his best to 
make sure his teammates did not get too carried 
away. “We really wanted to pull (this game) back. 

That was really important for the atmosphere,” 
Fuellkrug told ZDF. “But we shouldn’t lose our heads. 
We still have room for improvement.” —AFP

Germany salvage World  
Cup 1-1 draw with Spain

Fuellkrug digs Germany out of World Cup hole

AL KHOR: Spain’s forward #11 Ferran Torres flies over Germany’s defender #03 David Raum during the Qatar 2022 
World Cup Group E football match between Spain and Germany on November 27, 2022.  —AFP

Top scorer Valencia  
back in World Cup  
spotlight  

 
DOHA: Journeyman Ecuador striker Enner Valencia has 
drifted in and out-mainly out-of planet football’s con-
sciousness. The striker skirts the periphery of relevance 
until arriving at the World Cup, where suddenly he is in his 
element. Ecuador’s 33-year-old captain burst into the lime-
light in Brazil 2014, scoring three in the group phase 
against Switzerland and Honduras, although his team were 
eliminated. 

Eight years later, in the Qatar curtain-raiser on 
November 20, Valencia spoiled the party for the hosts with 
a brace to secure a 2-0 win and saw another ruled out. 
Valencia’s spot-kick opener made him the oldest player to 
score the tournament’s opening goal. Ecuador thrilled 
against the Netherlands in their second match and 
deserved more than a 1-1 draw, in which Valencia struck 
again, emphasizing his penchant for the big occasion. 

Valencia is the tournament’s joint top goalscorer, along 
with France’s Kylian Mbappe, on three goals from two games. 
“We know what a spectacular captain we have,” said left-
back Pervis Estupinan. “He is always fighting to improve.” 
Valencia is only the fourth player to score six consecutive 
goals for a nation at the World Cup, behind Portugal great 
Eusebio, Italy’s Paolo Rossi and Russia’s Oleg Salenko. 

While coach Gustavo Alfaro rightly depends on 
Ecuador’s exciting youngsters, including Brighton’s 
Moises Caicedo, Estupinan and Jeremy Sarmiento, 
Valencia remains an essential presence. Formerly a 
winger, Valencia has developed into Ecuador’s main goal 
threat and is their all-time top scorer with 38 goals. 
Ahead of the World Cup he suffered a barren spell, with 
just one goal in eight games, but right on cue, the goals 
are flowing again in Qatar. 

Ecuador’s main concern ahead is that Valencia has been 

forced off injured in both games, because of a knee prob-
lem. “I did tests and it showed I have a knee sprain, which 
is annoying me a bit,” said the striker after the Netherlands 
draw. “I played through the pain but the important thing is 
that I could help the team and we’re still strong. “The 
knee’s improving, I have to do good recovery work and I 
hope to be able to play (against Senegal).” 

 
Well travelled  

After starting his career with Emelec in Ecuador’s top 
flight, which he won in 2013, Valencia earned a move to 
Mexican side Pachuca. A prolific season with 18 goals in 23 
league games earned him a call-up to Ecuador’s 2014 
World Cup squad, where performances attracted Premier 
League interest. West Ham pounced, splashing £12 million 
($14.5 million) on the forward, who scored a brilliant goal 
lashed in from range on his full league debut against Hull 
City. It proved a start impossible to live up to and he only 
managed four goals in 32 appearances in his first league 
campaign, and the same paltry contribution in his second. 

West Ham loaned him to Everton, where he continued 
to struggle, putting a full stop on his Premier League 
adventure. During his time at Everton in 2016, Valencia 
made headlines when he was chased by police back in his 
homeland out of a stadium. The forward was appearing in a 
World Cup qualifier against Chile but after retiring injured, 
he sped off in a cart alongside the pitch while police plod-
ded after him. They were trying to question him over 
unpaid alimony per allegations from his ex-wife, with the 
arrest warrant later revoked. 

Valencia spoke out on Twitter after the incident, saying 
he had won custody of his then five-year-old daughter 
Beira. He headed back to Mexico in 2017 for a more prof-
itable three years with Tigres, before Turkish side 
Fenerbahce signed him in the summer of 2020. With 13 
goals in 12 games, Valencia is the division’s top goalscorer 
this season, finding the kind of form Ecuador are now prof-
iting from. The country’s hopes are pinned to Valencia’s 
mast once again, and if he delivers against Senegal he can 
fire them into the knock-outs for only the second time in 
their history. —AFP

DOHA: Netherlands’ defender #05 Nathan Ake (left) and Ecuador’s forward #13 Enner Valencia jump for the ball during 
the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group A football match between the Netherlands and Ecuador at the Khalifa International 
Stadium in Doha. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Libyans watch the Qatar 2022 World Cup Group A football match in the capital Tripoli. Hundreds of football fans 
gather in front of a huge screen in a Libyan park to watch the day’s World Cup matches, a welcome escape in a country 
wracked by conflict.  —AFP

Libyans, divided  
by conflict, unite  
around football 
 
TRIPOLI: Hundreds of football fans gather in front of 
a huge screen in a Libyan park to watch the day’s 
World Cup matches, a welcome escape in a country 
wracked by conflict. Libya’s public spaces agency has 
set up giant screens in parks across the capital Tripoli, 
allowing fans to watch matches for free under the 
autumn sun. 

The biggest is in a seafront park next to the iconic 
Martyr’s Square. “It’s a great initiative,” said Walid Al-
Amari, a one-time parliamentary candidate who has 
watched every match since the tournament kicked off 
on November 20. “Libyans love sport,” he said. Young 
Libyans “don’t care about politics, which has only 
brought them division and chaos.” Libyans have 
endured repeated conflicts and atrocities during more 
than a decade of political crisis since the 2011 revolt 
that overthrew dictator Muammar Gaddafi. 

Sport is one of the few leisure activities available to 
bored young people - and football is by far the most 
popular. Perched on ubiquitous white plastic chairs or 
cross-legged on the floor, spectators glued their eyes 
to the screen while children munched on candyfloss or 
ran across the park. “I think this has a huge effect on 
our morale and is wiping away some of the negative 
things that have been weighing us down with the cur-
rent political situation,” Amari said. 

Mohamad Trabelsi, a 68-year-old retiree, agreed. 
“Being able to watch it for free is beautiful,” he said. “It 
brings together hundreds of young people in a friendly 

atmosphere.” He bemoaned the fact that “so many 
families and young people can’t afford to watch the 
matches on paying satellite channels.” Trabelsi also 
regretted the fact that unlike World Cup host Qatar, 
Libya - a fellow hydrocarbon export giant - was far 
from being able to host such a tournament. But that 
has not stopped Libyans enjoying the cup, along with 
other residents of the city. 

Ghanaians, Cameroonians and Ivoirians, as well as 
Arabs from neighboring Tunisia, Algeria and Egypt 
attend the matches, and by nightfall, the park is heav-
ing. Taher, a young Algerian on holiday visiting Libyan 
friends, says the matches showed that the security sit-
uation has improved. “The atmosphere is beautiful,” he 
said. Khaled, a builder from Egypt, says he usually 
goes elsewhere to spend his time off. But, he says, “it’s 
nicer watching the matches in the open air, by the sea, 
instead of being in a crowded, noisy cafe.” —AFP

 

FIFA World Cup 2022 
Ecuador v Senegal                                18:00 
beIN Sports Connect 
beIN SPORTS 
Netherlands v Qatar                              18:00 
beIN Sports Connect 
beIN SPORTS 
Iran v United States                              22:00 
beIN Sports 2 FR 
Wales v England                                   22:00 

BBC One

Today’s matches 

The last chance for  
Belgium’s ‘too old’  
golden generation  

 
DOHA: Belgium’s much vaunted team have one last 
chance to extend their final World Cup together this 
week after crashing to defeat by Morocco, with coach 
Roberto Martinez and his players under mounting pres-
sure. Anything other than victory against Croatia on 
Thursday could see the world’s second-ranked side 
heading home after the group stage. Kevin De Bruyne 
said in an interview with The Guardian before the 2-0 

loss to Morocco that his team was “too old” and had “no 
chance” of winning the World Cup. 

Martinez insisted after the game that it might have been 
a “double bluff” from the Manchester City star, but if he 
was being serious, it would have been hard to disagree 
based on their performances in Qatar so far. Spaniard 
Martinez has largely stuck by the experienced players who 
have reached at least the quarter-finals at each of the past 
four major tournaments. In the game against Morocco and 
the fortunate 1-0 win over Canada, Belgium were overran, 
outpaced and offered no real threat going forward. 

The absence of record goalscorer Romelu Lukaku 
through injury has been a blow, but even his introduction 
late on against Morocco was born of desperation and the 
Inter Milan man offered very little. The last six years have 
provided the best spell of sustained success in Belgium’s 

history, with the third-place finish at the 2018 World Cup 
in Russia the closest the current team have come to lifting 
a major title. 

Ten of the 14 players who featured in the semi-final 
loss to eventual winners France four years ago are still 
in the squad. Seven of the starting XI against Morocco 
are in their 30s - Thibaut Courtois, Jan Vertonghen, 
Toby Alderweireld, Thomas Meunier, Axel Witsel, De 
Bruyne and captain Eden Hazard. The Red Devils’ 
attacking style of play has vanished after cruising 
through qualifying unbeaten. The Belgian press has 
been extremely critical of the team, with website HLN 
saying “there must be new blood”. 

 
‘Nothing to lose’ 

Martinez believes that being in a last chance saloon 

will bring the best out of his ageing team. “In the last 
game we have to play to win it and as if we have nothing 
to lose,” he said. “If we win against Croatia we’re (still) in 
the World Cup and that’s a big motivation.” On the eve of 
the Morocco defeat, Hazard also said he thought 
Belgium’s best chance of becoming world champions had 
been and gone. 

There have been rumors of disharmony in the squad, 
with Vertonghen appearing to sarcastically hit out at the 
31-year-old De Bruyne’s comments. “A lot of things go 
through my mind now, but those are things that are best not 
said on camera,” he told broadcaster TV Sporza. “Maybe 
also we attack badly because the guys (forwards) are too 
old.” Martinez admitted his players were playing “without 
joy” and with a “fear of losing”, but he has left many bright, 
younger talents sitting on the bench. —AFP 


