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EDMONTON: Just over a year after taking over as coach of
Australia, Alen Stajcic has transformed the Matildas into a team of
world beaters with high hopes at the Women’s World Cup. The for-
mer Sydney FC W-League coach stepped in after his predecessor
Hesterine de Reus was sacked in April 2014 following a player
revolt.The 41-year-old managed to guide Australia to the Asian
Cup final just a month later, where they lost 1-0 to Japan. Now
better-prepared, Stajcic’s young team face that same Japanese
team in the last eight in Edmonton on Saturday looking to keep
their epic journey alive.  The Matildas became the first Australian
men’s or women’s team to win a knockout game at a World Cup
by beating 2007 runners-up Brazil 1-0.  Their progress in Canada
has been impressive after emerging from the difficult Group D
which included the United States, Sweden and Nigeria.They have
also had to juggle a hectic travel schedule-criss-crossing thou-
sands of kilometers from Winnipeg to Edmonton to Moncton and
back again to Edmonton. “We believe we can (go all the way) and
we have since the start of the tournament,” said forward Sam Kerr,
who has started all four of their games.  “Obviously beating Brazil,
one of the best teams in the world, gives you massive self belief
and brings us closer as a family,” she added.

BIT OF REVENGE 
Japan are the only team to have won all their games, but mid-

fielder Emily van Egmond believes the Australians can break
though for a first win against the fourth-ranked champions since
2010. “We’ve had a great preparation since the 12th of January,”
she said.  “We’ve been together pretty much since then, working
hard and working towards this tournament. “There’s no better

preparation that I’ve been a part of with the Matildas, it’s been
great. “They’re going to be just as up for it as we are but we’re full
of confidence heading into this game. We lost the final (in the
Asian Cup) and we’re looking for a bit of revenge.”

The Matildas have the benefit of an extra two days to prepare
for the clash, as Japan beat the Netherlands 2-1 on Tuesday.
Midfielder Elise Kellond-Knight, the player of the match in their
last two games, said they were stunned by the reaction after a vic-
tory which set social media alight. “We’ve probably always slipped
under the radar a little bit with women’s football but it’s great to
have that feeling that the country’s really supporting us.

REFOCUS
“To be on the front page of the newspapers, be on the news-

reel highlights, it’s a real sense of accomplishment and I’m proud
of the girls for putting football on the front page.” Kellond-Knight
added: “Our belief is growing. “You could see in the first game
there was a few nerves but as the tournament’s gone on the confi-
dence is growing and growing and it’s showing in our perform-
ances. I think the best is yet to come.” Stajcic said the most impor-
tant thing was to refocus the players.  “We don’t want to get ahead
of ourselves and think it’s all roses. We’ve still got a long way to go
and we’re going to do it. “With such a young team you just see so
much growth and development. They’re 21, 22-year-old kids that
just keep growing every day. “If they keep growing we can beat
anyone in the world.” The success comes less that a year after the
Football Federation Australia secured over half a million dollars in
funding from FIFA for a program to target grassroots women’s
football development.— AFP 

Australia’s Stajcic transforms
Matildas into world beaters

NEW BRUNSWICK: Australia’s head coach Alen Stajcic (center) looks at his players during a training session at the
Moncton Stadium, New Brunswick. — AFP 

OTTAWA: China captain Wu Haiyan was
only s ix  years  old when ‘ The Steel
Roses’ competed in their only Women’s
World Cup final. That time, their rivals
the United States  won a penalty
shootout to break Chinese hearts in
Pasadena’s Rose Bowl. Sixteen years on,
a new-look Chinese side will be bid-
ding to bury those painful memories
against  the “Stars  and Str ipes” in
Fr iday ’s  quar ter-f inals  at  O ttawa’s
Lansdowne Stadium.

“I didn’t watch the match at that time.
I watched replays later in life. It was an
exciting and historical moment,” said the
22-year-old defender. “I hope we can cre-
ate history too tomorrow.” That run by
China to the final inspired Wu’s team-
mate Wang Shanshan to take up football.
“I was in primary school, but I remember
watching it very well. That was when my
dream started, when China played so
well to reach the World Cup final. Sun
Wen was my favorite player and my hero
at that time,” said the 25-year-old defend-
er. It was also the last time the United
States won the title, having also lifted the
inaugural trophy in 1991 in China.

The second-ranked Americans are rat-
ed 14 places above their opponents and
the Chinese have additional motivation,
having also lost out on gold to the USA
at the 1996 Olympics. China coach Hao
Wei, back on the sidelines after being
banished to the stands for their last-16
win over Cameroon, had more practical
things than revenge on his mind. “What’s
past is past. We’re looking forward to
tomorrow’s match. We’ve prepared for
everything including extra time and a
penalty shootout,” he told the pre-match
press conference. “I  don’t think it ’s

vengeance or anything like that. It’s just a
match we have to approach in our usual
mindset. “We haven’t played the US for a
long time on such a scale. “If we put on a
good performance this will be a boost
for the sport in China.”

Evergreen Rampone
The Americans will be without two of

their key players-Megan Rapinoe and
Lauren Holiday-through suspension. But
US captain Christie Rampone, the only
survivor from the 1999 final, is still play-
ing for the United States at age 40.
Rampone, capped 307 times, remained
on the bench during that match in
Pasadena. She could also start on the
bench on Friday while, if she scores,
Abby Wambach would join Brazil’s Marta
as the record all-time World Cup goal
scorer. “I think she (Wambach) would be
ready to go for 90 minutes if asked,” said
US coach Jill Ellis. “It’s about selecting the
right tools that we feel will be beneficial
in this match.”

“China, they don’t give much away.
They are a very organized team, proba-
bly one of the best-organized teams in
the tournament. “They make it very, very
hard for you to break down. China always
have players on their team who are very
technical and very disciplined. “This is
obviously a younger team then was on
the field in ‘99. China have gone through
a resurgence. They were very prominent
for a long time. They have worked hard
to re-establish themselves on the world
stage. “It’s a young team, a hungry team,
an organized team, a lot of similarities
(with us) in what they want. They are
going to be a very good opponent as
they were in 1999.”— AFP 

China’s Wu Haiyan

MONTREAL: France coach Philippe Bergeroo could be
preparing his side for a military campaign as they take on
top-ranked Germany in the quarter-finals of the Women’s
World Cup yesterday. “They need to be ready for physical
combat, they need to be focused on detail and to have no
regrets at the end,” said Bergeroo at the team’s pre-match
press conference. “A steamroller, it’s true Germany will
exert huge physical pressure. We have other qualities but
in the first 20 minutes we’ll have to be very present in the
duels,” he continued. “We’re playing against the team that
is classed first in FIFA so we are the outsiders but we have
a lot of ambition for that game.”

France will be bidding to pull off the greatest exploits
in their history in Montreal’s domed Olympic Stadium. If
the French want to l if t  their f irst t it le on July 5 in
Vancouver they have to beat the best and Germany are
the best. Champions in 2003 and 2007, eight-time
European champions, Silvia Neid’s side have what it takes

to scare ‘les Bleues’ and have for a long time. “I remember
when I was 17 years old. You lost 3-0, didn’t get a touch
on the ball and returned home. They were really physi-
cally a class above the rest,” recalled forward Eugenie Le
Sommer.

But today, despite having never won an official match
against their “best enemies,” as defender Griedge Mbock
Bathy terms the Germans, France believe they are
equals. “Germany doesn’t scare us any more,” said Le
Sommer. Goalkeeper Sarah Bouhaddi goes even further:
“There is no feeling of inferiority. Very sincerely I think
that we are better.” Germany have scored 19 goals in
four games-albeit 10 of those came against African min-
nows Ivor y Coast-and have not lost a game so far
although they were pushed to a 1-1 draw by former
champions Norway.

France by contrast have won three games but were
shocked 2-0 by Colombia in their second group match.

And Bouhaddi will have her work cut out faced with a
strike force duo of Celia Sasic and Anja Mittag, who have
scored five each so far. “They have a cabinet full of tro-
phies and we’ve nothing. The balance of power is quickly
summed up. As it stands we have two draws and a win,”
said Mbock Bathy. But captain Wendie Renard was quick
to point out a 2-0 friendly win in Offenbach does not com-
pare to the world stage.”We’re off to a good start but we
have to make it gel now, it’s one thing to win friendly
games but this is a different context.”

‘Who says Germany’s better?’
“Who says Germany are better than France?” said a sur-

prised Neid when asked about her side’s status as
favorites. “I did not say that, it will on depend how the
team is on the given day whether we are better than
France.” And Neid admitted that the German side that beat
Brazil in the 2007 final would not win the title in 2015.

“Women’s soccer has made quite a development since, the
team from 2007 would not win today and even second or
third place wouldn’t get that place today. “Players play
harder, are more skilled and better trained, games are
faster. We have followed this trend in women’s soccer and
now have these skills.” 

France have the advantage of having played their last
16 victory over South Korea in Montreal while for the
Germans it will their first time in the roofed Olympic
Stadium.  The French can also count on support from the
crowd in the largely French-speaking city. “It’s a different
feeling, we don’t have this in Germany that you play inside
in the summer,” said Neid.  “I’m surprised a roof like this
can’t be opened in the summer. It will be different for us.
“We also know the French fans will be there in force, they
will be singing, they will be very loud, we cannot be dis-
tracted by that. “We just have to play our game hoping we
manage to score an early goal.”— AFP 

Failure of England’s
U21s sparks debate

LONDON: Another tournament exit and another
inquest, the failure of England’s under 21s has
prompted a familiar debate focusing on the power
of Premier League clubs, the inflated wages of
pampered players and a lack of conviction from the
FA. The battle lines were swiftly drawn after
England’s aspiring talent fell at the first hurdle of
the European Championship, prompting some
familiar soul searching as to why English players
struggle at major tournaments. Former England
great Gary Lineker blasted the English Football
Association’s approach to the tournament as “exas-
peratingly amateurish” as a host of established top
Premier League players were left behind.

Among England’s 23-man squad only five play-
ers-Carl Jenkinson, John Stones, James Ward-
Prowse, Harry Kane and Danny Ings-were Premier
League regulars last season. The decision to spare
Liverpool forward Raheem Sterling, Everton mid-
fielder Ross Barkley, Arsenal midfielders Alex
Oxlade-Chamberlain and Jack Wilshere and
Manchester United defender Phil Jones raised eye-
brows as did the FA’s response after the tourna-
ment. “Those players are established internationals,”
said the FA’s director of elite development Dan
Ashworth. “It’s like being a first-team player and
asking them to come back and play in the U21s.”

That cut little ice with Lineker, who had his say
on Twitter after England finished bottom of a group
that included Portugal, Sweden and Italy. “We nev-
er learn. What a wasted opportunity to gather
invaluable international experience. Exasperatingly
amateurish approach!” The fallout over why certain
players were allowed to miss the tournament has
been drawn into the wider debate surrounding the
perennial struggle between national teams and the
all-powerful Premier League. Among certain pun-
dits there is an assumption that some players were
left out to avoid upsetting the clubs that pay their
wages. Former England midfielder and bete noire
of the English soccer establishment Joey Barton as
usual pulled no punches.

“The culture is rotten from top to bottom,” he
told BBC radio. “There is a problem with the Premier
League being a lot stronger than the Football
Association, which makes it impossible for England
to build good teams. “As some players get towards
the top, they say: ‘I’m too good for the 21s, because
I’ve been in an England senior squad and I don’t
want to go to a tournament because I need to rest’.”
It is not an accusation, however, that can be leveled
solely against England. Other countries also opted
against fielding their strongest squads. Italy chose
not to pick AC Milan’s Mattia De Sciglio and
Stephan El Shaarawy, PSG’s Marco Verratti or
Genoa’s goalkeeper Mattia Perin. Germany did not
pick World Cup winner Mario Goetze.

The post-mortem has also touched on the riches
offered to young English players in the Premier
League and whether early wealth crushes their
motivation to succeed at the very top. “ The
moment these lads show any innate ability they
get too much money too early I’m afraid,” former
Liverpool defender Mark Lawrenson told the BBC.
“Before these kids hit the money trail, they want it
absolutely. The problem is as soon as they get their
first deal, unless they have been brought up prop-
erly to respect things like that, they have no
chance.” If England are serious about challenging
for the World Cup in the future they would do well
to look at previous winners of the European under
21s. The last three winners of the World Cup-
Germany, Spain and Italy-have all won the conti-
nental youth title in the last 11 years. — Reuters

VANCOUVER: The Women’s World Cup
heats up this weekend with Australia
challenging holders Japan and hosts
Canada up against England in the quar-
ter-finals. The rerun of last year’s Asian
Cup final at Edmonton’s Commonwealth
Stadium will see temperatures of 31
degrees celsius, with the heat at ground
level set to swell closer to 50 degrees cel-
sius due to the synthetic playing surface.
Canada will then go head-to-head with
England in Vancouver’s BC Stadium later
today, where west coast temperatures
are also soaring. But Australia coach Alen
Stajcic believes his young side, ranked
10th, can cool the spirits of fourth-
ranked Japan, a team the Matildas have
played often. “We played Japan twice in
the Asian Cup and we fought back to 2-2
in the first game,” he said. “They played
us in the final and they managed to beat
us 1-0 on a set piece. 

“We’ve got a big assignment on our
hands. We’re up against a very good
team, but we’ve been very dangerous as
well in this tournament and there’s no
reason why we can’t be dangerous again
against Japan. “We’ve evolved greatly on
and off the field. We’ll be a new proposi-
tion for Japan. It’s going to be hot, 31
predicted, which will be a challenge for
both teams. “I’m confident we can beat
them but it’s going to be an extremely
tough match.” Norio Sasaki’s Japan have
won all their games so far-an unmatched
feat for the remaining teams. “We’re used
to playing Australia,” said Sasaki. “But
Australia now is a completely different
team, they have improved a lot and are
technically superior.”

‘It’s close’
Olympic bronze medalists’ Canada,

ranked eighth, face sixth-ranked

England, which beat them 1-0 in this
year’s Cyprus Cup final but who lost to
the hosts in a pre-tournament friendly.
“It’s going to be a good game. Every time
we play them it’s close,” said Canada cap-
tain Christine Sinclair, who has to be
careful not to pick up a second yellow
card, which would ban her from Canada’s
next match. “I don’t consider myself as a
dirty or physical player. You just have to
play a little smart.” Sinclair scored three
goals on Canada’s way to their best
World Cup finish of fourth place in 2003,
which was her first major tournament. “I
was a kid and thought it was easy to
make the semi-final. Now I know it’s not
easy,” said the 32-year-old. Canada’s
English coach, John Herdman, said that
competing in the World Cup particularly
at home was a “once in a lifetime oppor-
tunity”.

“You’re not meant to have fun. If you
climb Everest it’s not fun, you have a lack
of oxygen, it’s tough, but when you look
back you can see what you did for your
country. “It’s almost like we can see the
summit,” he continued. “It’s within out
grasp. We just have to reach up there.”
“This game now feels like the pressure is
off. It just feels different. We were expect-
ed to win the other games. England are a
very good team but our team is a very
good team as well.” England’s Fara
Williams said they would be counting on
team spirit to pull them through after
achieving their first win in a World Cup
knockout round against 1995 champions
Norway. “Whoever is on the pitch, every-
one on the bench is right behind us. It’s
such a nice thing to have all 23 people
together and behind each other,” said the
144-times capped midfielder. “It just
shows what great shape we’re in. The
spirit is fantastic.”— AFP 

Bergeroo prepares battle for Germany juggernaut

Japan face Aussies, Canada 
meet England at World Cup

VANCOUVER: Netherlands’ Sherida Spitse (left) and Japan’s Homare Sawa look for the
ball during the second half of a round of 16 soccer match at the FIFA Women’s World Cup
on Tuesday, June 23, 2015, in Vancouver. — AP 

China’s Wu eyeing 
history against US


