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MIAMI: Two American clubs will do battle on for-
eign fields for the first time when the CONCACAF 
Champions League gets under way on Tuesday. 
Major League Soccer’s Orlando City and Austin FC 
will both make their debuts in the 16-club tourna-
ment for clubs from North and Central America and 
the Caribbean. Orlando face a daunting test south 
of the border in Monterrey, Mexico where they will 
face seven-times Mexican champions Tigres. 

Tigres won the competition in 2020, were run-
ners-up three times and their international experi-
ence also includes an appearance in the final of 
South America’s Copa Libertadores and the FIFA 
Club World Cup. Whereas Tigres were formed 62 
years ago, Orlando only joined MLS in 2015 and 
qualified thanks to their win in the US Open Cup 
last season-the only trophy in their history. 

It is a sign of the importance of the challenge for 
the Florida team that Orlando coach Oscar Pareja 

rested several regular starters for Saturday’s 0-0 
draw with FC Cincinnati. “There were a lot of posi-
tive things, especially the players that are new with 
the team and making us better. We are proud,” 
Pareja said. “Now we will get ready for our travel to 
represent our city and our club in an international 
competition on Tuesday.” 

Colombian Pareja has experience against 
Mexican opposition having worked in Liga MX as 
coach of Tijuana and also took MLS’s FC Dallas to 
the semi-finals in 2017. Pareja will be well aware of 
the threat posed by Tigres’ veteran French interna-
tional forward Andre-Pierre Gignac. The 37-year-
old former Marseille striker has 14 career goals in 
the Champions League including six on the road to 
the 2020 triumph. Austin will make their first 
appearance outside of North America when they 
take on Haitian club Violette AC in Santiago in the 
Dominican Republic. 

Austin eye rotation  
The Texan team are only in their third season of 

play and qualified after reaching the semi-finals of 
the MLS playoffs. Violette, Caribbean club champi-
ons, are also making their first appearance in the 
competition but they did win the tournament’s fore-
runner, the Champions Cup, in 1984. Austin beat 
Montreal 1-0 in MLS on Saturday with an 88th 
minute goal from Maxi Urruti and coach Josh Wolff 
says he is likely to freshen up his starting line-up for 
the game which will be played on an artificial sur-
face. “We’ll have to rotate the squad a bit. We’re 
going down there, it’s turf, it will be warm and it’s a 
four, five-hour flight,” he said, noting the challenge 
is over two games. “We’ll put the best team out 
there to get the result that we need on the road, 
knowing that we come back home in a week”. 

MLS champions Los Angeles FC, beaten in the 
2020 final by Tigres, have a tough tie on Thursday 

when they  travel to 30-times Costa Rican champi-
ons Alajuelense. Mexican clubs have traditionally 
dominated the competition with the win for Seattle 
Sounders last season the first for a non-Liga MX 
club since the creation of the current format in 
2009. Club Leon take on Panama’s Tauro, while 
Atlas travel to San Pedro Sula to face Honduras’s 
Olimpia on Wednesday. On Thursday, Pachuca also 
travel to Honduras to face Motagua. 

The winners of this year’s tournament will quali-
fy for the 2024 FIFA Club World Cup where they 
will have the chance to take on the continental 
champions from Europe, Asia, South America and 
Africa. In addition, next year will see the launch of 
a money-spinning four-team tournament between 
the top two teams from South America and the 
best pair from the CONCACAF region, with those 
clubs likely to be the finalists from this year’s 
Champions League. —AFP

MLS clubs spread their wings  
in Champions League action

Orlando face 7-times Mexican champions Tigres

 

Star-studded US and 
Ohtani eye Baseball  
Classic crown 

 
LOS ANGELES: The battle to find baseball’s 
global champions gets under way this week when 
the pandemic-delayed World Baseball Classic 
returns after a six-year absence with Shohei Ohtani 
hoping to inspire Japan to a record third title. 
Teams from 20 countries are participating in the 
fifth edition of the tournament, with the four first 
round groups hosted at venues in Taiwan, Tokyo, 
Arizona and Florida before the bulk of the knock-
out rounds get under way in the United States. 

The tournament was last staged in 2017, with 
the United States finally winning the title for the 
first time with victory over Puerto Rico at 
Dodger Stadium in Los Angeles. The onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic forced the postponement of 
the tournament in 2021, meaning the United 
States are only now launching their title defense 
with a team bristling with stars from Major 
League Baseball. The American roster includes 
some of the biggest names in the MLB, with Los 
Angeles Angels slugger Mike Trout joining the likes 
of the Philadelphia Phillies’ Kyle Schwarber and 
Trea Turner, the Los Angeles Dodgers’ Mookie 
Betts and the Colorado Rockies’ Nolan Arenado. 
Team USA manager Mark DeRosa believes the 
American line-up is conceivably the “greatest USA 
team ever assembled” and is relishing the fact that 
the defending champions will head into the tourna-
ment as the team everyone wants to beat. 

“We’ll be the hunted,” DeRosa acknowledged 
in a recent interview, adding that he is hoping to 
build an atmosphere of excitement amongst the 
US squad as they get the rare opportunity to join 
forces in an international setting. “I want there to 
be a buzz,” DeRosa said. “This is an opportunity 
to grow, and be great, and to represent your 
country and get to meet some guys you may nev-
er be in a batting practice group with.” 

 
Ohtani leads Japan challenge 

The US will face Mexico, Colombia, Canada 
and Great Britain in Pool C, with all games taking 
place at Chase Field in Phoenix, the home of the 
Arizona Diamondbacks. Yet the star-studded US 
roster is by no means the only one in the tourna-
ment with box office appeal. Japan, who won the 
inaugural classic in 2006 and successfully 
defended the title three years later, will be chas-
ing a record third world crown with all eyes on 
two-way star Ohtani. 

Los Angeles Angels ace Ohtani, the 2021 
American League Most Valuable Player, leads a 
Japan team that will play all of its first round 
games at the Tokyo Dome, which is hosting Pool 
B. Ohtani says playing in the classic for Japan had 
been a dream ever since watching the tournament 
as a fan in 2006. “Just watching the best players 
in Japan playing together as a team against the 
best in the world was so exciting,” he said earlier 
this year. “Now that I’m in that position, I want to 
show people what I can do.”  

Other teams in the group include South Korea, 
Australia, China and the Czech Republic. Ohtani, 
who is expected to command a record-breaking 
contract when he enters free agency after this 
season, will be playing in front of Japanese fans 
for the first time in more than five years. The 28-
year-old was originally due to play in the 2017 
World Baseball Classic but was ruled out with an 
ankle injury. The Dominican Republic meanwhile, 
the 2013 champions, are also looming large as 
one of the favorites for the title.  

The Dominicans’ largely MLB-based squad 
boasts the likes of San Diego Padres duo Manny 
Machado and Juan Soto although Toronto Blue 
Jays slugger Vladimir Guerrero Jr has withdrawn 
from the roster. Guerrero pulled out on Saturday 
citing knee soreness. —AFP 

Marseille strengthen 
grip on second place 

 
PARIS: Marseille strengthened their grip on second place 
in Ligue 1 with a 1-0 win at Rennes on Sunday. Sead 
Kolasinac tapped in at the far post in the 56th minute after 
Marseille caught the home side napping by taking a free 
kick while players were still in discussion with the referee. 
Jordan Veretout’s sharp free kick found Cengiz Under rac-
ing alone into space on the right edge of the Rennes box. 
Under drove a low cross into the goalmouth where 
Kolasinac stepped forward to score as four Rennes 
defenders stood and watched. 

Marseille held on to win an often frantic game and 
rebound from a week in which they lost to leaders Paris-
Saint Germain in the league and then suffered a midweek 
French Cup upset against second-division Annecy. 
“Playing for Marseille is always demanding,” said coach 
Igor Tudor. “There is a particular pressure. Players are not 
machines, they feel things and it was hard. It was important 

to respond tonight. So this win here is very valuable. When 
you take these blows, you have two options: react or stop 
and cry. So today, I am very proud of my players.” 

It was a 10th win in 13 away league matches for 
Marseille who have the best record on the road in Ligue 
1. Rennes, who were third before Christmas, stayed in 
fifth, but are five points behind Lens who drew on 
Saturday. Marseille are eight points behind PSG but 
pulled four points ahead of Monaco who drew 2-2 at 
Troyes earlier in the day. Monaco captain Wissam Ben 
Yedder scored two late goals but the home team 
snatched a stoppage-time equaliser. 

Rominigue Kouame fired in from the edge of the area 
on the half-hour for Troyes, but Ben Yedder’s quick-fire 
double in the final 10 minutes seemed to have won the 
game for Monaco. Substitute Ike Ugbo snapped Troyes’ 
five-match losing streak though with a header in the first 
minute of added time. Monaco, who were knocked out of 
the Europa League by Bayer Leverkusen last month, 
missed the chance to go second but did reclaim third 
place from Lens on goals scored. Troyes remain in the 
relegation zone and have picked up just two points from 
their past nine matches. —AFP 

RENNES: Rennes’ French midfielder Baptiste Santamaria 
(left) fights for the ball with Marseille’s French midfielder 
Valentin Rongier during the French L1 football match 
between Stade Rennais and Olympique de Marseille on 
March 5, 2023.  —AFP

Bellingham the key  
for high-flying  
Dortmund  

 
BERLIN: If Borussia Dortmund’s remarkable 2023 run is to 
continue at Chelsea on Tuesday, midfield master Jude 
Bellingham, 19, will need to be front and centre. Dortmund 
travel to London as European football’s most in-form team, 
having chalked up ten wins from ten games to start 2023. 
Nine points behind leaders Bayern Munich at Christmas, 
Dortmund have closed the gap and now sit second on goal 
difference. A hard-fought 1-0 win in the opening tie means 
Dortmund will make it through to the Champions League 
quarter finals if they avoid defeat on Tuesday evening. 
While Marco Reus’ likely inclusion means Bellingham, 
captain in Dortmund’s first leg victory, may not wear the 
armband at Stamford Bridge, the English teenager will 
unquestionably be one of the side’s on-field leaders. 

In what has been a breakout season for the English 
teenager bookending an impressive Qatar World Cup 
showing, Bellingham has saved his best performances for 
the biggest stage. In six Champions League games this 
season - two of which as captain - Bellingham, has scored 
four goals and laid on an assist. A starring performance in 
his Champions League debut in London, and just his third 
club match on English soil since arriving in Dortmund, will 
be the next milestone in an astonishing run for the police-
man’s son from Stourbridge. 

 
Dortmund’s bridge to success 

While Bellingham’s playing style has attracted no 
shortage of accolades, the teenager’s leadership for club 
and country has been given particular praise. When 
England captain Harry Kane missed a late penalty which 
would have drawn the Three Lions level with France in the 
World Cup quarter finals, Bellingham was the first to con-
sole the Tottenham striker, despite being the youngest 
member of the 26-man squad. 

Bellingham’s performances on the world stage for 
England also earned him the rare honor of having a bridge in 
downtown Birmingham named after him. Designs for the 
‘Bellingham Bridge’ were unveiled on Saturday, with the local 
council saying the construction would contribute “positively 
to the city’s identity both during the day and night.” 

Dortmund manager Edin Terzic, who brought 
Bellingham into a three-man leadership group alongside 

Reus and World Cup-winning defender Mats Hummels, 
has frequently described the Birmingham City junior as 
“the oldest 19-year-old player in the world.” In previous 
seasons, Dortmund have been criticized for placing too 
much responsibility in the hands of young players at a club 
frequently criticized for a fragile mentality. 

Bellingham has established himself as a nexus between 
Dortmund’s experienced core and the club’s troupe of tal-
ented youngsters. His maturity and leadership has helped 
the club keep the focus on the pitch. Unlike last season, 
when the Erling Haaland transfer saga pushed Dortmund 
to the brink of distraction, whispers surrounding a possible 
summer exit for Bellingham - and a potential 150 million 
euro fee - have not destabilized the club. 

While the Norwegian publicly complained that 
Dortmund were “putting pressure on me to make a deci-
sion about my future”, Bellingham has frequently shut 
down speculation. After October’s 0-0 home draw with 
Haaland’s Man City which saw Dortmund through to the 
Champions League knockout rounds, a smiling 
Bellingham told reporters who asked about a possible 

move: “I’m not going to write your headlines for you.” 
 

Homecoming for Bynoe-Gittens 
Even with a one-goal advantage, Dortmund’s hopes 

against Chelsea have been dealt a blow by the absence of 
lightning-fast forward Karim Adeyemi, who scored the 
only goal in the first leg. In Adeyemi’s place is another 
English teenage sensation, Jamie Bynoe-Gittens, who has 
made a habit of scoring crucial goals for Dortmund this 
season. The London-born winger, who rejected the 
Chelsea academy to move north to join the Manchester 
City U15s,moved to Dortmund in September 2020.  

Bynoe-Gittens’ first 18 months in Dortmund were inter-
rupted by injury, but the 18-year-old has become an impor-
tant part of manager Edin Terzic’s rotation this season. His 
performances off the bench, coming on late to score in wins 
over Freiburg, Augsburg and Werder Bremen, have earned 
him first dibs at Adeyemi’s spot in the starting XI. A strong 
performance from Bynoe-Gittens, along with a good show-
ing from Bellingham, will go a long way to ensuring 
Dortmund’s high-flying run continues. —AFP

SURREY: Chelsea’s English defender Ben Chilwell (2nd left) kicks a ball as he attends a team training session at 
Chelsea’s Cobham training facility in Stoke D’Abernon, southwest of London on March 6, 2023 on the eve of their UEFA 
Champions League round of 16 second-leg football match against Borussia Dortmund.  —AFP

Shohei Ohtani

Argentina grab 
Sevens crown 

 
VANCOUVER: Argentina defended their Canada 
Sevens title in Vancouver on Sunday, defeating France 
33-21 in the final to close the gap on New Zealand at 
the top of the World Rugby Sevens Series standings. 
The Argentineans, beaten in the final of the Los 
Angeles Sevens last week, prevailed in a hard-fought 
final with late tries from Tobias Wade and Agustin 
Fraga to finally break French hearts. 

France, aiming to win their first tournament on the 
world sevens circuit since the 2005 Paris Sevens, got 
off to a disastrous start when playmaker Stephen 
Parez threw a loose pass that was intercepted by 
Marcos Moneta for an Argentina try under the posts. 
But the French responded superbly with a flowing 28-
pass move that ended with Jean Pascal Barraque 
feeding Theo Forner who scored under the posts to 
level the final at 7-7. Argentina responded swiftly 
though with a well-worked converted try from 
Rodrigo Isgro that made it 14-7. Again however 
France hit back on the stroke of half-time with Varian 
Pasquet diving over in the corner. 

Barraque slotted a brilliant conversion from the 

touchline to make it 14-14 at the break. France then 
took the lead for the first time with another clever try, 
this time Parez getting on the end of a sweeping move 
to take the score to 21-14. Argentina however 
responded ruthlessly with trys from Matias 

Osadczuk, Wade and Fraga to seal victory. 
Argentina’s victory sees them move to within 12 
points of New Zealand at the top of the World Rugby 
Sevens Series standings as the circuit heads to Asia 
for the Hong Kong Sevens on March 31. —AFP

VANCOUVER: Men’s Gold medalists Argentina’s players (left) and Women’s Gold medalists New Zealand’s players 
pose on the podium during the annual HSBC Canada Rugby Sevens tournament at BC Place in Vancouver, Canada, on 
March 5, 2023.  —AFP


