
DOHA: Qatar’s World Cup team will emerge from
four months in near-lockdown on Friday to take on
Canada with most of their fans nervously watching
from afar. All their games since June 2 have been
behind closed doors and the Qatar Football
Association has even kept sponsors away from
training camps in Spain and Austria as they prepare
players for a baptism of fire-a World Cup debut on
home territory-in 60 days. 

Having spent tens of billions of dollars preparing
for the first World Cup in an Arab nation, Qatar is
desperate to see the national side get past the first
round where they are grouped with Netherlands,
Senegal and Ecuador. But they lost 3-0 to a
Croatia under-23 team behind closed doors on
Tuesday. And while public games in Vienna against
Canada on Friday and Chile on Tuesday are only
friendlies, they will still be seen as a key test of how
much steel Spanish coach Felix Sanchez has put
into the side. 

Team spokesman Ali Salat told AFP that Sanchez
and the QFA had agreed to keep the 30 players
away from Qatar and the prying eyes of intrigued
rivals. “The coach and the federation were in dis-
cussion over the past season. This was agreed.”
Sanchez and the players will briefly return to Qatar
in early October and will hold an open training ses-
sion before returning to Spain for more isolation
before the World Cup starts, Salat said. Qatar are
the bottom ranked team in Group A - 48th on

FIFA’s list. Sanchez was named coach in 2017 on a
mission to make an impact this year.

‘They need to sacrifice’ 
Qatar failed to reach the 2018 World Cup but

won the Asian Cup in 2019 and reached the semi-
finals of the CONCACAF Gold Cup last year. With
many eyes on 2019 Asian player of the year Akram
Afif, Qatar’s fans are praying for a repeat of South
Korea’s dream run to the World Cup semi-finals
when they co-hosted the event in 2002. Former
national player Mohamed Mubarak Al-Mohannadi
said Qatar must beat Ecuador in the opening
game on November 20 to stand a chance of
reaching the last 16.

“They are preparing for a World Cup for the
first time in their lives. These players are sacrific-
ing their time, they are staying away from home,
from their families,” Mohannadi told AFP. “To go
abroad for this amount of time is difficult but the
players know their mission. The federation and
coaches explained it and they are ready. They
need to sacrifice. “Qatar people will come out to
support but they want to see quality football that
they can cheer and be proud of.”

Mohannadi believes that the World Cup will
provide a crucial boost to the Qatari league which
has been dominated by Al-Sadd and Al-Duhail for
the past five years. Both have slumped this season,
however, as key players are with the national

squad. Stadium crowds have increased and
Mohannadi said this was because other teams are
getting a chance to win. “If my team can come
close to a top place I would be happy and I will
take my family to support them. If they are losing
no-one wants to go to the stadium. Now more peo-
ple are enjoying the stadiums.” 

No ‘discrimination’ 
Meanwhile, Qatar’s ruler said Tuesday that all

fans will be welcomed to this year’s World Cup
“without discrimination” in a bid to ease fears.
Homosexuality is illegal in the Gulf state and organ-
izers have battled to reassure rights groups that
same sex couples would not face action at the tour-
nament that starts November 20.

Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani told the UN
General Assembly that Qatar’s people would be
“opening our doors for all (fans) without discrimi-
nation to enjoy the football matches and the amaz-
ing atmosphere of the tournament.” “The Qatari
people will receive with open arms football fans
from all walks of life,” the Amir told the assembly of
world leaders, without mentioning any specific
group.  “The world will see that one of the small and
medium-size countries is able to host global events
with exceptional success, in addition to its ability to
provide a spacious ambience for diversity and con-
structive interaction between peoples.” 

The host nation has struggled to convince rights

groups with its message that “all will be welcome”
despite the law. Organizing committee and govern-
ment officials have said that the million plus fans
expected to attend the World Cup should respect
local cultural norms. “We don’t believe in public dis-
plays of affection but we are also ingrained towards
welcoming everyone from all backgrounds,” organ-
izing committee chief Hassan Al-Thawadi told a
New York conference on Monday when asked
about LGBTQ fans. — AFP 
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LUSAIL: This picture shows the Katara Towers in the Qatari coastal city of Lusail ahead of the Qatar 2022 FIFA World Cup. —AFP 

Two months from WCup, Qatar 
emerge from training lockdown

Qatar says no ‘discrimination’ in bid to ease World Cup doubts

Top seeds fall 
on day of Tokyo 
tennis shocks
TOKYO: Top seed Paula Badosa joined
US Open semi-finalist Caroline Garcia and
Wimbledon champion Elena Rybakina in
making shock early exits from the Pan
Pacific Open in Tokyo on Wednesday.
World number four Badosa lost 6-3, 6-2
to fast-rising Chinese teenager Zheng
Qinwen, failing to hit a single ace and los-
ing seven straight games. 

Badosa, who had a bye into the second
round, compounded a miserable evening
in the Japanese capital by swatting a
return straight into the ground on match
point. The 19-year-old Zheng, who
reached the last 32 at the US Open, said
her win over Badosa was “a big jump”
after beginning the year ranked number
126 in the world.

“There was a lot of emotion there on
court-even though the score was like this,
it wasn’t an easy win,” said Zheng, who will

play American Claire Liu in the quarter-
finals. “I always know that I have the level
to be here-it’s just that I have to show up
on court in the tournament.” Number two
seed Garcia put up a fight but still crashed
out in her first match, squandering a match
point to be ousted 4-6, 7-6 (7/5), 7-6
(7/5) by China’s Zhang Shuai.

France’s Garcia has been in red-hot
form, winning the Cincinnati Masters last
month before reaching her first Grand
Slam semi-final at Flushing Meadows two
weeks ago. But she came up short against
world number 28 Zhang in Tokyo despite
hitting 27 aces-the best on the WTA tour
this year-and holding a match point at 5-4
in the second set. Zhang fought back to
level the match via a tiebreak before
munching on a sandwich during the
changeover.

It seemed to energise Zhang as she
outlasted Garcia in the final set, taking it
on her second match point when the
Frenchwoman hit long after two hours and
30 minutes. “It was not the best tennis I
can play but I really tried hard and kept
fighting,” said Garcia. “She just got better
at the end and it was a few points here
and there.” Zhang will now face either

sixth seed Karolina Pliskova of the Czech
Republic or Croatia’s Petra Martic in the
quarter-finals.

Hectic schedule
Kazakhstan’s Rybakina lost 6-2, 6-4 to

Russia’s Liudmila Samsonova just one day
after arriving in Tokyo as a late wild card.
Rybakina, who was drafted in when coun-
trywoman Yulia Putintseva tested positive
for COVID, said her hectic schedule had
been “very tough”. “I felt that if I stayed
here for maybe a few more days it would
be much better, especially as I was closer
in the second set so I started to play bet-
ter and better,” she said. 

“But I just came from another tourna-
ment and I played a lot, so it was a ques-
tion of it being not easy physically.”
Number three seed Garbine Muguruza
advanced with a 6-4, 6-2 win over Greek
qualifier Despina Papamichail. The two-
time Grand Slam champion said she want-
ed to end a “roller-coaster” season with “a
different feeling”, and will face Samsonova
or Xinyu Wang in the quarter-finals. 

“I think also trying and trying and try-
ing, at some point I will get rewarded,”
said former world number one Muguruza.

Japan’s Naomi Osaka will return to action
on Thursday when she faces Brazil’s
Beatriz Haddad Maia in the second round.
Osaka advanced when her first-round

opponent, Australia’s Daria Saville, retired
after tearing an anterior cruciate ligament
in her knee just seven minutes into their
match on Tuesday. — AFP 

TOKYO: Paula Badosa of Spain serves a ball to Zheng Qinwen of China during their
women’s singles match on day three of the Pan Pacific Open tennis tournament in
Tokyo on September 21, 2022. —AFP 

NEW YORK: Amir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al
Thani speaks at the 77th session of the United Nations
General Assembly (UNGA) at UN headquarters on
September 20, 2022 in New York City. —AFP 


