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BUENOS AIRES: Soccer great Diego
Maradona is urging fellow Argentines to
leave Lionel Messi alone over the current
star’s decision to retire from Argentina’s
national team following its loss to Chile in
the Copa America championship match.

In an interview on La Red radio,
Maradona also ridiculed people who have
criticized Messi for missing his shot as Chile
won a penalty shootout to take the title,
questioning those who find fault with a
soccer star’s play “without ever having
touched a ball.”

Despite Argentina’s loss, “I consider
Messi a winner,” said Maradona, who led

Argentina to victory in the 1986 World
Cup. Although he earlier joined in the cho-
rus of Argentines calling on Messi to stay
with the national squad, Maradona toned
that down Wednesday.

“Let’s let Messi have his holidays,” he
said. “From now on we have to build a
unified idea and if Messi says ‘I don’t want
more,’ we will have to present another
team.” Maradona criticized the Argentine
Football Association, whose national
team hasn’t won a major title since the
Copa America tournament in 1993. “We
must have done something wrong
because the AFA is the way it is.

Argentine soccer is how it is, and we will
be paying for it,” he said.

Illustrating his dim view of the current
national team, Maradona confirmed the
authenticity of a leaked WhatsApp audio
in which he implies to his 1986 teammates
that their 1986 World Cup-winning squad
was better than Messi’s. “We didn’t go to
play against Chile. We went and beat
Germany,” he says. “You know what I
mean about the difference between one
team and the other?”

Messi touched off an uproar in
Argentina with his abrupt resignation from
the national team after Sunday’s game

with Chile. He is the national team’s career
leading scorer with 55 goals in 113 interna-
tional appearances, but he has never led
Argentina to a major title, losing champi-
onship matches to Brazil in 

the 2007 Copa America, Germany in
the 2014 World Cup and Chile in the 2015
and 2016 Copa America. “That’s it, I’ve
already tried enough,” Messi told the
Argentine network TyC Sports after the lat-
est loss to Chile. “It pains me more than
anyone not being able to be a champion
with Argentina, but that’s the way it is. It
wasn’t meant to be, and unfortunately I
leave without having achieved it.” — AP

Maradona urges Argentines to leave Messi alone 

Wake up France! 
Iceland next:  Evra

PARIS: France, who have earned a reputation for leaving it late at
this European Championship, would be well-advised to wake up
early when they face Iceland for a place in the semi-finals, veteran
defender Patrice Evra warned yesterday.

The hosts have survived some scares with sluggish starts and
last-gasp wins on their way to the last eight but now is the time to
make an impact from the start, the 35-year-old left back, regarded
as Les Bleus’ wise old man, told a news conference.

“We keep scaring ourselves, we’re crazy,” Evra said. “If we keep
doing that, we might not go through. We need to stop reacting
and start acting.”

Evra, who has won plenty of silverware at club level but has
never gone beyond the quarter-finals of a major event with
France, nodded when asked whether Sunday’s tie at the Stade de
France might be the most important game in his career.

“Yes, that’s true,” said the Juventus player, in line to win his
78th cap against Iceland. “I can’t stop there, we can’t stop there.
We all know what we’re here for.”

“Uncle” Evra, as his team mates affectionately call him, urged
the France players not to underestimate Iceland, who advanced
with a shock 2-1 win over England.

“Before England played them, English journalists were asking
me what it would be like (for France) to face England and I told
them ‘wait a minute, guys, you’re not there yet’”, he said.

“People go on about long throws and all that but Iceland are
not just that,” he added. “They’re a good team who can play good
football and they did not get to that stage by accident. We have
all due respect for Iceland, which does not mean we don’t believe
we can’t beat them.”

Evra, whose own performances in the tournament have been
criticised but whose leadership qualities are vital to France,
looked happy to chat with journalists at France’s training camp
outside Paris.

It was not always the case. His relationship with the outside
world suffered from his role in the 2010 World Cup scandal, when
he captained the team who refused to train in South Africa in sup-
port of striker Nicolas Anelka, ejected from the squad for insulting
then-coach Raymond Domenech.

“This team is great, we enjoy being together and we’re having
a lot of fun,” Evra said. “Before, things were was a bit more compli-
cated.” — Reuters

LILLE: Wales’ Gareth Bale, left , jokes with Joe Ledley  during a training session in Dinard, western France,
yesterday. Wales will face Belgium in a Euro 2016 quarterfinal soccer match in Lille today. — AP

LILLE: History awaits the victors as Wales
talisman Gareth Bale and rejuvenated
Belgium star Eden Hazard lead their respec-
tive golden generations into battle in
today’s Euro 2016 quarter-final in Lille.

Belgium, second in the FIFA ranking, are
desperate to make good on their squad’s
vast potential and reach a first major semi-
final since the 1986 World Cup. Wales are
riding high in their first major tournament
in 58 years and having outlasted British
rivals England and Northern Ireland, their
confidence is at an all-time high.

“I think it is fair to say it could be the
biggest ever game for Wales,” said Bale, the
tournament’s joint-top scorer with three
goals.  “We know about the quarter-final in
1958 (at the World Cup), but since then it’s
definitely the biggest game in Welsh foot-
ball.  “It is one we’re looking forward to. We
just want to enjoy the occasion, take it all in
and hopefully we can get into the semis.”
After hitting the heights in a 3-0 win over
Russia in their final Group B game, Chris
Coleman’s Wales had to dig deep to see off
Northern Ireland in the last 16.

An attritional match was settled in the

75th minute when Bale’s cross was turned
in by Gareth McAuley for an own goal, but
today’s game could be a more open
encounter.

Beaten 2-0 by Italy in their first match,
Marc Wilmots’s Belgium have since grown
in stature, beating the Republic of Ireland
and Sweden before crushing Hungary 4-0.

The victory over Hungary was built
around a man-of-the-match display from
Hazard, who scored one goal and made
another in one of his finest international
performances. After a bleak season with
Chelsea, the 25-year-old embodies
Belgium’s hopes of improving on their
quarter-final showing at the 2014 World
Cup in Brazil.

PRESSURE ON WILMOTS 
Hazard sustained a minor thigh prob-

lem against Hungary that kept him out of
training for two days, but he will return to
training on Thursday and is expected to
start against Wales.

Like Hazard, Bale is the symbol of his
team’s rise. He has already enjoyed success
against Belgium, scoring the only goal of

the teams’ qualifying encounter in Cardiff a
year ago. It was a result that confirmed
Wales’s arrival as a force, but Belgium
defender Toby Alderweireld is confident
his side will not meet the same fate again.

“We have the players to stop Bale,” said
the Tottenham Hotspur centre-back. 

“We can’t have silly concentration laps-
es when we have the ball.  “Since the start,
our objective has been to win the tourna-
ment. But it’s important to go into each
match in the right way.” Alderweireld will
play in a reconfigured defence at Stade
Pierre-Mauroy, with 21-year-old
Manchester City centre-back Jason
Denayer set to replace the suspended
Thomas Vermaelen.

Atletico Madrid winger Yannick Ferreira
Carrasco could also come into the team in
place of Dries Mertens after a goal-scoring
cameo against Hungary.  Wales captain
Ashley Williams was pictured with his left
arm in a sling after the win over Northern
Ireland, following a collision with team-
mate Jonathan Williams, but the Swansea
City centre-back took a full part in training
on Wednesday. — AFP

Wales, Belgium vie for 
Euro 2016 golden ticket

ANNECY: Iceland’s midfielder Aron Gunnarsson takes part
in a training session in Annecy yesterday, prior to their
quarter-finals match against France on July 3.  — AFP 


