
New competitions 
open international 
doors to MLS clubs 

 
MIAMI: The days when football clubs from the United 
States and Canada were largely restricted to domestic com-
petition, barely noticed by the rest of the world, are about to 
end. When the Seattle Sounders take the field on Saturday 
in the Club World Cup, they will be 90 minutes away from a 
meeting, in official FIFA competition, with one of the great-
est names in world football - Spanish giants Real Madrid. 

The Sounders must beat the winners of the first round 
tie between Egypt’s Al Ahly and New Zealand’s Auckland 
City to make the clash with the 14-times European cham-
pions in Rabat, Morocco, a reality. Not surprisingly the 
prospect of facing Carlo Ancelotti’s star-studded 
European champions, has captured the imagination in the 
Pacific North West city. “The players are excited for this. 
They love the fact that they have an opportunity to be on a 
world stage,” said Sounders head coach Brian Schmetzer. 

The Sounders are in the competition as winners of the 
CONCACAF Champions League, until recently the only 
official international competition open to clubs from 

Major League Soccer. It is the first time a US or 
Canadian team has played in the FIFA tournament for 
continental champions. It is perhaps fitting that the 
Sounders are the ones to make history - next year they 
will celebrate the 50th anniversary making them the old-
est American club in MLS having played in the now 
defunct North American Soccer League (NASL) and 
other leagues before MLS debuted in 1996. 

 
Two new competitions 

MLS teams have been far from successful in regional 
competition, with the Sounders victory last season only 
the third time a club from the US or Canada has tri-
umphed in the Mexican-dominated tournament. But the 
volume of international fixtures for MLS clubs is about to 
significantly increase with the addition of two new com-
petitions and changes to the Champions League. 

In July, all MLS clubs will be involved in a new month-
long 47-team, CONCACAF-sanctioned Leagues Cup, 
alongside teams from Mexico’s Liga MX. The competi-
tion will be organised similar to a World Cup and feature 
a group stage before knockout fixtures. The competition 
winners will go straight into the round of 16 of the newly-
expanded, 27 team CONCACAF Champions League 
(CCL) with the runners-up and third-placed teams going 
into the first round. 

The Champions League will also feature teams from 

the Caribbean, qualifying via a new Caribbean Cup and 
Central American clubs via their own sub-regional com-
petition. That tournament in turn, feeds into the Club 
World Cup where it is likely there will be more spaces 
available to CONCACAF clubs with FIFA’s planned 
expansion from eight to 32 teams for the 2025 edition fea-
turing clubs from Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas. 

CONCACAF president Victor Montagliani has seen 
increased international competition as vital for the 
growth of the game in the region. “This will elevate clubs 
and leagues from CONCACAF and provide even more 
compelling regional rivalries. It will also provide more 
international relevance to our club competitions, and a 
very competitive pathway as clubs strive to qualify for 
the FIFA Club World Cup and succeed on the global 
stage,” he said after announcing the changes. 

If all those games aren’t enough chances for MLS 
teams to test themselves against international opponents, 
last week Montagliani announced another competition. 
Currently under the working title of ‘Final Four’, the event 
will see two teams from CONCACAF take on two from 
the South American CONMEBOL region. While the 
exact details have yet to be worked out, it is likely that the 
two finalists from the CONCACAF Champions League 
will play either the finalists of the Copa Libertadores or 
the champions of that tournament and the winners of the 
secondary Copa Sudamericana. —AFP 
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James’ 28-pt triple-double 
sparks Lakers over Knicks

NEW YORK: LeBron James scored a 28-point 
triple-double as the Los Angeles Lakers dug 
deep to score a 129-123 overtime win against 
the New York Knicks on Tuesday. James is now 
just 89 points away from surpassing Kareem 
Abdul-Jabbar as the NBA’s all-time leading 
points scorer after another superb performance 
in his 20th season. The 38-year-old passed two 
more milestones on Tuesday as he secured the 
third triple double of his career at Madison 
Square Garden. 

James finished with 28 points, 10 rebounds 
and 11 assists, moving him ahead of both Mark 
Jackson and Steve Nash into fourth on the all-
time rankings for assists. James’ first triple dou-
ble of the 2022-2023 campaign also makes him 
the only player in history to score a triple-dou-
ble in their 20th season. The Lakers star was 
backed by Anthony Davis with 27 points and 
new signing Rui Hachimura, who finished with 19 
points and nine rebounds. Russell Westbrook 
added 17 points off the bench. 

“We played good ball throughout 48 minutes 
tonight,” James said afterwards. “We were in 
tune with the game plan throughout 48 minutes 
and we did a good job of executing offensively 
and defensively.” James meanwhile insisted he 
was not burdened by chasing down Abdul-

Jabbar’s scoring record - stating bluntly that it 
was only a “matter of time” before he passed 
the mark of 38,387 points. “No, it’s not getting 
heavier because I’m going to do it,” James said. 
“I mean, it’s just a matter of time when I’m going 
to do it.” 

James had looked to have done enough to 
secure victory for the Lakers after draining a 25-
foot three-pointer with 1min 41sec remaining in the 
fourth to put Los Angeles ahead by 114-108. But 
Knicks ace Jalen Brunson, who finished with 37 
points, led a late rally to force overtime at 114-114. 

 
Bucks, Nuggets win 

The experience of James, Davis and 
Westbrook proved too much for New York in 
overtime however. A three-pointer from Dennis 
Schroder put Los Angeles up 121-118 with 3:14 
remaining, and then a superb assist by 
Westbrook set up Davis for a dunk to make it 
123-118. Hachimura then came up with a huge 
defensive block to deny Brunson before a 
Westbrook layup put the Lakers seven points 
clear at 125-118 with just over a minute remain-
ing, a lead which proved too much for the 
Knicks to overhaul. 

In other games on Tuesday, Giannis 
Antetokounmpo finished with 34 points and 18 

rebounds as the Milwaukee Bucks overpowered 
the Charlotte Hornets 125-115. Khris Middleton 
added 18 off the bench while Jrue Holiday fin-
ished with 15 points as five Bucks players fin-
ished in double-digits. Milwaukee improved to 
34-17 with the win to remain in second place in 
the Eastern Conference. LaMelo Ball led the 
Charlotte scoring with 27 points. 

In Cleveland, Jimmy Butler’s 23 points helped 
the Miami Heat score a hard-fought 100-97 win 
over the Cavaliers. A game that saw the lead 
change hands 11 times also ended with three 
Miami players-Caleb Martin, Bam Adebayo and 
Tyler Herro - on 18 points each. Miami playmak-
er Donovan Mitchell was restricted to 16 points, 
making just six of 17 from the field. Evan 
Mobley led Cleveland’s scoring with 19 points. 

In Denver, Jamal Murray poured in 32 points 
and Nikola Jokic added 26 as the Western 
Conference-leading Nuggets sent the slumping 
New Orleans Pelicans crashing to their ninth 
straight defeat. The Nuggets improved to 35-16 
following their 122-113 win. In Chicago, the Los 
Angeles Clippers improved to 29-25 to remain 
in fourth place in the Western Conference with a 
108-103 win over the Bulls. Kawhi Leonard led 
the Clippers scoring with 33 points while 
Norman Powell added 27 off the bench.  —AFP

NEW YORK: LeBron James of the Los Angeles Lakers heads 
for the net as Isaiah Hartenstein of the New York Knicks 
defends at Madison Square Garden on Jan 31, 2023. —AFP

 

Algeria crush Niger 
to set up CHAN final 
against Senegal 

 
ALGIERS: African Nations Championship 
leading scorer Aymen Mahious bagged a 
brace as Algeria hammered Niger 5-0 in Oran 
on Tuesday to qualify for a final showdown 
against Senegal. While the host nation were 
ruthless when presented with scoring 
chances, Senegal were guilty of some incredi-
ble misses as they edged Madagascar 1-0 in 
Algiers in the other semi-final. 

Algeria will face Senegal before an expect-
ed sell-out 40,000 crowd at the Stade 
Nelson Mandela in Algiers on Saturday, a day 
after Madagascar and Niger meet in Oran to 
decide who finishes third. Mahious, a 25-
year-old forward from Algiers club USM, 
scored three of the goals that earned Algeria 
four 1-0 victories en route to the penultimate 
stage of a tournament known as the CHAN. 

After captain Ayoub Abdellaoui nodded 
the host nation in front on 15 minutes, 
Mahious struck with a fierce shot, then a 
powerful header to take his tournament total 
to five goals. A nightmare first half for Niger 
got worse in the final minute when captain 
Boureima Katkore conceded an own-goal to 
leave the west Africans four goals behind at 
the break. 

Niger fared better in the second half, part-
ly because Algeria often cruised, but there 
was still time for a tap-in fifth goal from sub-
stitute Sofiane Bayazid. It was the widest 
winning margin in a CHAN semifinal, surpass-
ing the 4-0 hiding Morocco gave hosts 
Cameroon in the last edition two years ago. 
Algeria also matched the biggest victory in 
the 15-year history of a unique national team 
competition as it is confined to footballers 
playing for clubs in their country of birth. 

Niger were also the victims of the previous 
5-0 thrashing - inflicted by Tunisia during the 
group phase of the 2016 edition in Rwanda. 
Algeria go into the final not having conceded 
in five matches with goalkeeper Farid Chaal, 
standing in for the suspended Alexis 
Guendouz, troubled only during a brief spell 
of second-half Nigerien pressure. —AFP 

Tadhamon,  
Fatat set for  
futsal final 

 
By Abdellatif Sharaa 
 
KUWAIT: Kuwait Football 
Association (KFA) member Fatima 
Hayat was pleased over the continua-
tion of women’s futsal league for the 
fifth consecutive season. She said this 
is due to the interest and hard work of 
the clubs and players, in addition to the 

support of KFA as well as the strategic 
sponsor URC. Hayat spoke during a 
press conference held Tuesday for the 
final match of the URC league to be 
held between Tadhamon and Fatat 
Club on Saturday. The conference was 
attended by media director at URC 
Salem Al-Khalaqi, coaches, players 
Fajer Ahmad from Tadhamon and Alaa 
Al-Shammari from Fatat. 

Hayat thanked Chairwoman of URC 
Sheikha Bibi Nasser Sabah Al-Ahmad 
for their continued support and wished 
both teams good luck. Meanwhile, 
Khalaqi said supporting sports is part 
of URC’s strategy, adding “we are keen 
on supporting women sports, particu-

larly futsal, as it has developed one 
season after another and there is hope 
for more in coming seasons”. 

Coach of women’s team at Fatat 
Mohammad Al-Kandari  said the 
final match will be difficult for both 
teams, adding “our team is ready 
physically and technically, and we 
worked on elevating the mental 
readiness of the players during the 
week”. He said Tadhamon has many 
outstanding elements, which prom-
ise a balanced confrontation, hoping 
to retain the title. 

Tadhamon women’s team coach 
was proud of his team reaching the 
final match in its first participation in 

the league. “We worked hard to be at 
our best in the final match and end 
the season in the best way possible.” 
Player Fajer Ahmad was happy to 
participate in the fifth season. “I am 
pleased to see Tadhamon in the final 
for the first time and hope to give a 
performance that enables us to win 
the title,” she said. 

Alaa Al-Shammari said Fatat have 
reached the final for the third con-
secutive time. “We are ready for the 
competition and seek to win the 
title,” she said, adding “we were able 
to maintain our concentration during 
the season.” Shammari wished both 
teams good luck.

MacNeill: Sexton key  
to unlocking success 

 
PARIS: Ireland winning the Six Nations title will not 
have a direct impact on their hopes of finally reaching 
at least the Rugby World Cup semi-finals, but the key 
to both is Johnny Sexton remaining fit, according to 
former Irish fullback Hugo MacNeill. Sexton will be 38 
come the World Cup in France in September, but the 
Ireland skipper is as pivotal to his team’s fortunes as he 
was in the 2015 and 2019 editions. 

When Sexton took over at fly-half from Ronan 
O’Gara, he had earned it and it was a natural succes-
sion. And when not injured he has retained his world 
class form - he was world player of the year in 2018 - 
and those who were tried in his absence have failed to 
dislodge him. Sexton inspired the Irish to winning the 
Six Nations Triple Crown and an historic series win in 
New Zealand last year. 

As a result they go into their opening Six Nations 
match with Wales on Saturday ranked world number 
one. Joey Carbery was seen as Sexton’s likeliest suc-

cessor. So much so he moved to Munster in 2018 from 
Sexton’s province Leinster but to general surprise the 
New Zealand-born playmaker has been omitted from 
the Six Nations squad. 

“The Irish have more strength in depth in most posi-
tions than four years ago,” MacNeill told AFP in an 
interview. “However, the biggest issue regarding the Six 
Nations and the World Cup is Johnny Sexton. Ireland 
are very dependent on Johnny both as a player and as a 
leader. Johnny is crucial to the team. It is a tough one 
for Joey Carbery but he just did not nail it down as he 
needed to. The problem is nobody apart from Johnny 
Sexton controls a game like he does.” 

 
‘They have won nothing yet’ 

The 37-time capped MacNeill - a member of the 
1982 and 1985 Triple Crown-winning teams - says the 
hurt felt by the Leinster players in their defeat by La 
Rochelle in last year’s Champions Cup final served to 
motivate Ireland. However, he adds that although this is 
good mentally he is more concerned by the potential 
physical toll the Six Nations can take. “Of course it is a 
benefit to have a good Six Nations to establish a pat-
tern of victories,” he said. 

“The key though is not losing too many players for 

the World Cup especially in pivotal positions due to 
injuries in the tournament. “The Six Nations is grueling 
and attritional.” MacNeill, however, believes that under 
head coach Andy Farrell the Irish will not get ahead of 
themselves if they win the title. Four years ago there 
were already ominous signs for the Irish who had a dis-
appointing Six Nations a year after achieving the 
Grand Slam under Joe Schmidt. 

They never recovered their vim and were outclassed 
by New Zealand in the World Cup quarterfinals. “I think 
Ireland’s senses tell them a good tournament does not 
mean a good World Cup,” said MacNeill. “They are a 
very different dynamic. Matches come thick and fast in 
a World Cup. “I would fancy Ireland to beat France at 
home in the Six Nations but then the opposite to hap-
pen should they play France on their home turf in the 
World Cup. They won’t get carried away even if they 
won the Grand Slam. That is fine but then for a World 
Cup you throw in to the mix New Zealand, Australia 
and South Africa.” 

MacNeill - who also played three Tests for the 
British and Irish Lions on the 1983 tour of New Zealand 
- says that in Farrell the Irish have the ideal man to 
steer them through their challenges. “He epitomizes the 
best of Lancashire,” said the 64-year-old. —AFP 

‘Matter of time’ 
before scoring 
record falls: LeBron 

 
NEW YORK: LeBron James said Tuesday it’s only a 
“matter of time” before he passes Kareem Abdul-
Jabbar as the greatest scorer in NBA history after edg-
ing closer to the long-standing NBA record. James’ 28-
point triple-double in the Los Angeles Lakers’ win over 
the New York Knicks means the 38-year-old superstar 
needs just 89 more points to eclipse Abdul-Jabbar’s 
mark of 38,387. 

At his current rate of scoring, James is on target to 
pass Abdul-Jabbar next Tuesday when the Lakers host 
the Oklahoma City Thunder. James said Tuesday, howev-
er, that the prospect of making NBA history is not weigh-
ing heavily on him as his date with destiny looms ever 
closer. “No, it’s not getting heavier, because I’m going to 
do it,” James told reporters. “I mean, it’s just a matter of 
time when I’m going to do it. I’m not going anywhere - 
I’m going to be in this league for at least a few more 
years, so I’m going to do it. It’s not heavy at all.” 

James, meanwhile, said he had not allowed himself to 
be distracted by chasing the scoring record as he con-
centrates on helping the Lakers try to claw their up the 
Western Conference standings. “I didn’t get to this point 
of my career by thinking about records or how many 
points I have,” James said. “I just try and play the game 
the right way. I approach the game every night by trying 
to be a triple threat - scoring, rebounding and assisting. 
So let the chips fall where they may. I think maybe when 
I get super-duper close (to the record) it might be in the 
back or the front of my mind. But I don’t put that kind of 
pressure on myself. I just go out and play.” —AFP 


