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JOHANNESBURG: New Morocco coach
Herve Renard hailed his team yesterday
after they became the first qualifiers for
the 2017 Africa Cup of Nations in Gabon.
The 47-year-old who guided Zambia and
the Ivory Coast to the most prized African
football trophy was speaking after a 2-0
home win over Cape Verde sealed first
place in Group F.

“I was amazed by the determination
they displayed,” he said after a second-
half brace from Youssef El Arabi secured
victory in Marrakech. “It is important that
we maintain in future games the same
mindset that was shown when we beat
the No 1-ranked African team twice with-
in four days. “What we achieved was con-

siderable, but we must remain calm and
begin preparing for the finals,” he told
reporters.

Renard replaced Badou Zaki as coach
of underperforming Morocco a month
ago and made a winning debut last
Saturday with a 1-0 success in Cape
Verde. The coach, who believes wearing a
white shirt on match days brings luck,
sprang to prominence in 2012 when he
steered Zambia to Africa Cup glory.

Pre-tournament no-hopers, the
Chipolopolo (Copper Bullets) beat Didier
Drogba-captained Ivory Coast on penal-
ties in a Libreville final after 120 goalless
minutes. Perennial underachievers Ivory
Coast were next to benefit from Renard,

winning the 2015 final against Ghana in
Equatorial Guinea on penalties after
another goalless decider.

Perfect record 
Morocco have set the Frenchman,

once a garbage collector and night-time
cleaning contractor in Paris, the stiff tar-
gets of reaching the 2017 Cup of Nations
semi-finals and qualifying for the 2018
World Cup. The Atlas Lions went into
back-to-back qualifiers against Cape
Verde trailing on goal difference, but now
have an unassailable six-point advantage.

They meet third-place Libya away in
June and host minnows Sao Tome e
Principe in September, and will finish top

on head-to-head records even if they lose
both games. A more probable scenario,
however, is two Moroccan victories and a
perfect 2017 qualifying record that only
Group K leaders Senegal could match.

Moroccan stars include El Arabi, scorer
of 10 La Liga goals for Granada this sea-
son, and Bayern Munich centre-back
Mehdi Benatia. Renard chose nine players
based in France and five in Spain for his
first squad. Moroccans with clubs in
Germany, Italy, Netherlands, England and
Belgium also made the cut. Two locals,
goalkeeper Abdelali M’Hamdi of
Renaissance Berkane and defender
Mohamed Oulhaj of Raja Casablanca, also
got the nod.

While El Arabi scored all three goals
in Praia and Marrakech to raise his quali-
fying total to four, one less than leader
Fiston Abdul Razak of Burundi, Benatia
missed the Cape Verde games. Morocco
won the Africa Cup for the only time 40
years ago in Ethiopia, finishing one
point ahead of Guinea in the lone tour-
nament decided by a mini-league. The
closest they came to matching that feat
was in 2004 when a Zaki-coached team
finished runners-up to hosts Tunisia. In
six subsequent Cup of Nations, they
made four first-round exits, failed to
qualify once and were disqualified in
2015 after a late, Ebola virus-linked with-
drawal as hosts. — AFP 

First Africa Cup qualifiers Morocco praised by coach

HONG KONG: China joined Asian heavyweights
Australia and Japan in the next round of World
Cup qualifying after stunning Qatar 2-0 in their
last Group C match in Xi’an on Tuesday. China
were helped in their cause by the Philippines’ 3-2
upset of North Korea in Manila. North Korea
appeared to be heading for victory and into the
next round when they led 2-1, but conceded
two goals in the final six minutes to crash out of
contention.

China have only qualified for the World Cup
once, in 2002, but President Xi Jinping is spear-
heading a drive to turn the giant Asian country
into a footballing power. Their chances of reach-
ing Russia 2018 took an upturn in the 57th
minute, when midfielder Huang Bowen buried a
shot from outside the penalty box into the cor-
ner after a goalmouth scramble.

This was followed by a close-range strike in
the 88th minute by Wu Lei, who had come close
twice before. Qatar, who will host the 2022
World Cup, were lackluster and showed little
threat despite their perfect record in their other
qualifying games. China brought greater organi-
zation and energy, boosted by a raucous home
crowd in the ancient capital of Xi’an.

“My luck was good, it was a team effort,”
Huang told state broadcaster CCTV, before
adding: “Chinese football is gradually improving.”
Qualification for the next phase was a major
turn-around for China, who sacked French coach
Alain Perrin after a disappointing 0-0 draw with
Hong Kong in November left their campaign
hanging by a thread.

Earlier, veteran striker Tim Cahill scored twice
as Australia eased past Harry Redknapp’s Jordan
5-1, while Borussia Dortmund’s Shinji Kagawa
also netted a double in Japan’s 5-0 win over
Syria. In Sydney, Cahill, now 36 and playing for
China’s Hangzhou Greentown, struck twice in
the first half against Jordan to stretch his record
Australian tally to 47 goals in 89 games.

Australia’s other scorers were home-based
midfielder Aaron Mooy, Celtic’s Tom Rogic and
QPR youngster Massimo Luongo, while Bayer
Leverkusen’s Robbie Kruse added three assists.
Redknapp, in only his second game with Jordan
after being hired to steer them into the next
phase, said Asian Cup-holders Australia were a
“different class”. “They had a bit too much quality
and they looked a lot fitter than us, they were
sharper... there was a big gulf in class tonight,” he
told reporters.

Late flurry 
Meanwhile, war-torn Syria made it through as

one of the best second-placed teams despite the

late flurry of goals which consigned them to a 5-
0 defeat in Saitama. A freak own goal from
Hamdi Al Masri after 17 minutes put Japan in
front, before Kagawa’s double alongside late
strikes from Keisuke Honda and Genki Haraguchi
gave the score line gloss.

Japan ended the second round of qualifiers
with 27 goals scored and none conceded from
their eight games, but Honda warned the Blue
Samurai would face tougher challenges ahead.
“It was a goal to go through qualifying with no
goals against so that was satisfying,” AC Milan’s
Honda told Japan’s NHK Television. “But there are
still some things we need to work on. We got
caught on the counter several times and
stronger opponents will make us pay, so we

need to be wary of that.” South Korea, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Uzbekistan, UAE, Iraq and Thailand
are also through to the next phase.  UAE held
Saudi Arabia 1-1 in Group A to finish second
thanks to a 52nd minute equalizer from Omar
Abdulrahman after Taisir Al-Jassim had put the
visitors ahead in Abu Dhabi. The draw helped
the Emiratis join the Saudis, who topped the
group, in the next round.

Iran, who played at the World Cup in Brazil, beat
Oman 2-0 in Tehran thanks to a Sardar Azmoun
brace, while Uzbekistan advanced from Group H
after Sardor Rashidov gave them a 1-0 win over
Bahrain. Iraq qualified after beating Vietnam 1-0 in
Group F, with Mohannad Abdulraheem netting in
first-half injury time. —AFP 

China, Syria advance in 
World Cup qualifying

SHAANXI PROVINCE: In this Tuesday, March 29, 2016 photo, China’s Wu Lei, left, fights for the
ball against Qatar’s Abdulaziz Hatem, right during a soccer match at the 2018 World Cup
Preliminary Qualification Round 2. — AP  

CORDOBA: Argentina’s Lionel Messi celebrates after scoring against Bolivia during
their Russia 2018 FIFA World Cup South American Qualifiers’ football match. —AFP

C”RDOBA: Lionel Messi scored his 50th
international goal as Argentina defeated
Bolivia 2-0 to advance their 2018 World Cup
qualification campaign on Tuesday.
Barcelona superstar Messi emphatically
netted a 30th-minute penalty at the
Estadio Mario Kempes in Cordoba as
Argentina wrapped up their third consecu-
tive qualifying victory.

Messi’s spot-kick followed defender
Gabriel Mercado putting Argentina ahead
after 20 minutes with his second goal in as
many games. The victory cements
Argentina’s place in the automatic qualifi-
cation berths of South America’s round-
robin competition with 11 points from six
games. Messi’s penalty makes him only the
second player in Argentinian history to
reach a half century of goals for the two-
time World Cup winners.

The 28-year-old striker is now closing in
on legendary scorer Gabriel Batistuta’s
record of 56 goals set between 1991 and
2002. Messi now also needs only one more
goal to reach 500 goals for club and coun-
try-raising the prospect that he could
achieve that milestone with Barcelona this

weekend when the Spanish giants take on
Real Madrid in the Clasico.

Messi, meanwhile, was satisfied with yet
another Argentina win, which suggests
their troubled start to qualifying-which
began with a shock 2-0 home defeat to
Ecuador-is firmly in the rear view mirror.
“Beating Bolivia and Chile is what we want-
ed,” said Messi, referring to last week’s hard-
fought win over the Chileans in Santiago.
“We’ve come from a low position in the
standings to a high one but there is still a
long way to go,” Messi added.

Messi,  meanwhile, said Argentina’s
game had been hampered by the poor
condition of the sur face at the Mario
Kempes stadium, which has hosted rock
concerts recently. “We tried to play our
game but the surface didn’t help, although
that’s not an excuse,” he said. Argentina
coach Gerardo Martino-who had faced calls
to quit after last year ’s Copa America
defeat-said his team would embark on their
remaining qualifiers with confidence. “A
third straight victory gives us tranquility.
We are in a good position now,” Martino
said. —AFP 

Messi brings up his 50 as 
Argentina down Bolivia

ASUNCION: Barcelona star Dani Alves
scored deep into injury time as Brazil came
from behind to draw 2-2 with Paraguay in a
pulsating 2018 World Cup qualification bat-
tle here Tuesday. Brazil-desperate to
bounce back after a demoralizing 2-2 draw
with Uruguay on Friday when they squan-
dered a two-goal lead-appeared to be
heading to defeat after Dario Lezcano and
Edgar Benitez put Paraguay 2-0 up.

But Ricardo Oliveira gave Brazil hope
with a right-footed strike to make it 2-1 on
79 minutes and, sensing opportunity, the
visitors swarmed forward in search of an
equalizer. Two minutes into stoppage time,
Chelsea forward Willian advanced down
the right flank and fed Alves, who darted
into the penalty area purposefully.

Paraguay’s defense stood off fatally and
the Brazilian fullback curled his shot
beyond the fingertips of veteran goalkeep-
er Justo Villar. Brazil might even have
snatched a remarkable victory after the late
equalizer. Once again Alves was involved,
thumping a dipping shot goalwards which
Villar could only parry away. Filipe Luis fol-
lowed up but was just unable to direct the
ball into the net for Brazil in a nerve-jan-
gling scramble inside the six-yard box with
just seconds left. Brazil now stands in sixth
place in the standings with nine points
from six games, just behind fifth-placed
Colombia and fourth place Chile, who have
10 points. Argentina are in third place with
11 points, two behind leaders Uruguay and
Ecuador. — AFP 

ASUNCION: Miranda of Brazil, left, fights for the ball with Dario Lezcano of Paraguay,
during a World Cup qualifying match. — AP  

Alves rescues Brazil 
in Paraguay thriller

COLUMBUS: American soccer fans fretted for
four days: If the United States lost to Guatemala
once again, the US would have little chance to
qualify for the 2018 World Cup. Their worries
quickly vanished Tuesday night. Clint Dempsey
scored 12 minutes in, Geoff Cameron, Graham
Zusi and Jozy Altidore added goals and the US
routed Guatemala 4-0 to get back on track. “I
thought we showed a lot of heart,” Dempsey
said. “We showed a lot of character by dealing
with a pressure situation.”

Following a dismal 2-0 loss at Guatemala City
on Friday night in which Jurgen Klinsmann
deployed several players out of their most com-
fortable positions, the US coach made five line-
up changes and shifted two others into their
more usual spots. The Americans responded and
improved to 27-0-2 at home in qualifying since
2001, including 7-0-2 at Mapfre Stadium.

“Columbus has bailed us out on several occa-
sions,” US captain Michael Bradley said. Cameron
doubled the lead in the 35th and Zusi, added to
the roster on Sunday, made it 3-0 just 18 sec-
onds into the second half. Jozy Altidore capped
the scoring in the 89th. “The attitude tonight
was outstanding,” Klinsmann said. “We were in
sync with the wonderful crowd that pushed
them from the first second. There was wonderful
energy.”

‘Showed our pride’ 
Trinidad and Tobago (3-0-1) won 6-0 at home

against St Vincent and the Grenadines and leads
Group C with 10 points, three ahead of the U.S.
(2-1-1). Guatemala (2-2) has six points, and St
Vincent (0-4) has been eliminated. Seeking its
eighth straight World Cup berth, the US travels
to St Vincent on Sept. 2, then finishes the round
four days later against Trinidad at Jacksonville,
Florida.

“We showed our pride,” Dempsey said.
“You’ve got to do that if want to make it to the
World Cup. You’ve got to show that you want it,
and we showed that we wanted it.” Dempsey
scored his 49th international goal, eight behind
Landon Donovan’s American record, after
Cameron looped a pass just inside the center cir-
cle to just inside the penalty area. A streaking

Gyasi Zardes, flanked by Moises Hernandez and
Rafael Morales, used the side of his head to
knock the ball down. Dempsey ran onto the ball
after two bounces and first-timed a 14-yard
right-footed shot past goalkeeper Paulo Motta.

Dempsey has six goals in 10 games against
Guatemala and a US-record 14 in World Cup
qualifying, one more than Donovan. Cameron
doubled the lead after Bobby Wood was fouled
by Cristian Jimenez, Bradley took the free kick,
and Cameron got in front of Carlos Castrillo for
an 8-yard header, his fourth international goal.

At the start of the second half, Yedlin played
the ball to Zardes, who allowed it to bounce off
him. Zusi ran in and got off a quick shot for his
fourth US goal, his first since October 2013 in a
qualifier at Panama. A giveway by Rodrigo
Saravia of the hometown Columbus Crew led to
Dempsey feeding Altidore for his 34th US goal.

Klinsmann shifted Cameron to central
defense from right back and moved DeAndre

Yedlin to right back from midfield. Defender
Steve Birnbaum, midfielders Kyle Beckerman
and Zusi, and Zardes were inserted into the line-
up along with goalkeeper Brad Guzan, who had
been scheduled to rotate with Tim Howard.
Dropped were the central defense pairing of
Omar Gonzalez and Michael Orozco, and mid-
fielders Mix Diskerud and Alejandro Bedoya,
who has a sore ankle. “Every team needs leader-
ship from its veteran players,” Klinsmann said.

Midfielder Christian Pulisic, also added to the
roster Sunday, made his national team debut in
the 81st minute. At 17 years, 193 days, Pulisic
became the youngest American in a qualifier. By
appearing in the game, Pulisic became ineligible
to play for Croatia, the nation of his grandfather.
“It’s exactly what I expected; very, very physical,”
he said. “It was a good game. It gives me confi-
dence. I’m going to try and stay grounded and
keep doing what I’m doing and become the best
player I can.” — AP 

US back on track in qualifying 
with 4-0 win over Guatemala

OHIO: United States players celebrate a goal against Guatemala during the second half of a
World Cup qualifying soccer match.—AP  


