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MADRID: Spain will remain without Diego
Costa at least until next year, and nobody is re-
ally worried about it. Thanks to a good run by
its deep stock of strikers, La Roja is well-served
in attack seven months out from the World Cup.
Alvaro Morata, Iago Aspas, and Rodrigo all have
been in top form, helping to put aside any talk
about Costa’s absence.

Costa has not been called up by coach Julen
Lopetegui since June because he has not played
competitively since transferring from Chelsea to
Atletico Madrid. The Spanish club is serving a
transfer ban from FIFA and can’t register any
new players until January, so Costa has been
practicing but can’t play. Lopetegui says he will
not consider bringing back the veteran until he
starts playing competitively again. That hasn’t
been cause for concern.

The other forwards have been getting the job
done, leading Spain to a World Cup berth with-
out having to go through the playoffs. “We are
very happy,” Lopetegui tells local radio station

CadenaSer. “Morata is a very good No. 9, as is
Rodrigo, and Aspas, and Diego when he is with
us.” Costa’s last game was in the qualifier at
Macedonia, where he scored the winner in the
2-1 victory. Since then, Spain has outscored op-
ponents 15-0 in four games. Morata has three
goals, including in the decisive 3-0 win against
Italy in September. Aspas scored twice as
Liechtenstein was routed 8-0 a few days later,
and Rodrigo found the net when Albania was
beaten 3-0 in October, which secured Spain an-
other trip to the World Cup.

Attacking options 
The trio has also been thriving with their clubs.

Morata netted the winner against Manchester
United last weekend, Rodrigo is coming off a run
of three goals in Valencia’s last three games, and
Aspas netted three times in Celta Vigo’s last two
matches. “We are very happy with all the strikers
that we have and when it’s time we will decide
who will be the starter,” Lopetegui says. “And the
player who gets to start the first game of the
World Cup may not be the one who plays in the
second game, we will have to wait and see. But
they will all get their chances.”

Forwards Vitolo and Jose Callejon were also
called up by Lopetegui for the friendlies against
Costa Rica on Saturday and Russia on Tuesday.
There are also other attacking options, including
Marco Asensio, David Silva, Luis Alberto, Saul
Niguez, Suso, and Isco. —AP

MILAN: For football giants Italy the next few
days could be a nightmare as they face a dou-
ble-headed playoff against Sweden to avoid the
humiliation of missing the World Cup for the
first time in 60 years. “A World Cup without
Italy isn’t a World Cup” has become the catch-
phrase of many Italians-four-time world cham-
pions-who are perplexed at how the
once-mighty Azzurri have fallen so low.

The last time Italy missed the World Cup was
the 1958 edition which was hosted in Sweden.
“I don’t even consider the idea of not qualifying.
We’ll go to Russia for sure,” insisted coach Gian
Piero Ventura, who took over from Antonio
Conte after the 2016 European Championship.
“We’re Italy and missing out on the World Cup
is not an option,” added experienced centre-
back Leonardo Bonucci. The playoff puts Italy’s
proud record of World Cup participation in dan-
ger.  The Azzurri are tied with Germany for most
appearances by a European nation, 18. But Ger-
many have already made sure of a 19th berth.

Italy are also the only one of the eight pre-
vious winners not yet sure of their place in this
World Cup. “Italy is Italy and has a particular
standing in world football. And it’s inevitable
that they are favorite,” said former Italy inter-
national and ex-Manchester City coach
Roberto Mancini. “It’s sure at 100 percent that
we’ll be at the World Cup. And historically when
we struggle to qualify then we usually make a
big tournament.”

Italy last won the World Cup in 2006 under

Marcello Lippi with the hope that with their
experience, talent and skill they could continue
to prevail in years to come. But despite a run
to the Euro 2012 final they have failed to de-
liver consistency on the big stage, although
former Juventus boss Conte led them to the
quarter-finals of Euro 2016 with wins over
Spain and Belgium.

After Conte’s departure for Chelsea the fed-
eration turned to veteran journeyman Ventura,
who had coached clubs in Italy at all levels over
41 years. The 69-year-old has often however ap-
peared overwhelmed by the task, preferring to
stick to his 4-2-4 tactical system to the detriment
of the creativity of stars such as Marco Verratti,
Lorenzo Insigne, Ciro Immobile and Andrea Be-
lotti. Confidence took a knock during a tough
qualifying campaign during which they lost 3-0
to Spain, and also struggled past Israel (1-0) and
Albania (1-0) while labouring to a dismal 1-1
draw at home to Macedonia.

Buffon record 
Italy travel to Sweden for the first leg of

their playoff today in Stockholm with the return
leg in front of a sell-out crowd in Milan’s San
Siro on Monday. The four-time winners have
missed just two World Cup finals-the first in
1930 when they chose not to compete and in
1958 when they did not qualify. But veteran
goalkeeper Gianluigi Buffon-bidding to reach a
record sixth World Cup finals in Russia-and
Italy’s defense need to beware of Sweden, the

top scorers among the eight playoff teams, with
26 goals in 10 games.

“They (Sweden) create a sense of fear because
they always do the same thing but they do it well,”
said Buffon, 39, who ironically made his Italy debut
during their last World Cup play-off 20 years ago
against Russia. Buffon, then 19, came on as a sub-
stitute under the snow in Moscow after Gianluca

Pagliuca was injured. Italy were held 1-1 but qual-
ified in the return leg. Two decades on Buffon-now
the Italy captain and record holder of 173 caps-
will be hoping his international career does not
end where it began with a playoff. “We mustn’t feel
the pressure because it won’t help us,” insisted
Buffon. “The important thing is the result is the
same as in 1997.” —AFP 

Italy set to face World Cup 
nightmare against Sweden

FLORENCE: Italian players run during a training session ahead of Friday’s World Cup play-off
soccer match against Sweden, at the Coverciano training center. —AP 

Spain well-served 
with strikers 
despite 
Costa’s absence

JOHANNESBURG: South Africa coach Stuart
Baxter says his team have “knives to their
throats” as they attempt an extraordinary qual-
ification for the 2018 World Cup. Bottom-of-
the-table Bafana Bafana (The Boys) face
Senegal in Polokwane and Dakar between Fri-
day and Tuesday and must win both matches
to snatch first place in Group D. Senegal top
the table with eight points from four matches,
Burkina Faso and Cape Verde have six from
five, and South Africa four from four.

South Africa and Senegal have an extra
match because the 2-1 win by Bafana last No-
vember was annulled due to FIFA finding the
Ghanaian referee guilty of “match manipula-
tion”. Africa will send five teams to Russia next
year and three places are still up for grabs after
Nigeria and Egypt secured places last month.
Tunisia hold a three-point lead over the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo in Group A and need
a draw at home against unpredictable Libya to

ensure qualification. A draw will also suffice for
long-time World Cup absentees Morocco, who
take a one-point Group C advantage over the
Ivory Coast to Abidjan. England-born Baxter
was upbeat this week despite a serious of
blows, and the 64-year-old insists star-stacked
Senegal can be beaten twice.  “We have knives
to our throats,” he admitted, “but maybe we can
sneak into the World Cup through the back
door. “There is lots of pressure on Senegal be-
cause almost everyone expects them to qualify.
They do not want to throw it all away. “We must
replicate the aggression shown in our win over
Burkina Faso last month,” said Baxter, who
failed to get South Africa to the 2006 World
Cup during a prior spell as coach.

South Africa have lost two midfielders with
Hlompho Kekana pulling out after his mother-
in-law died and Thulani Serero shunning a call-
up because he was not guaranteed a starting
place. However, Baxter cheered the arrival at
training of goalkeeper Itumeleng Khune, two
days after officials said a fractured bone above
his eye would sideline him for six weeks. The
30-year-old long-time star hopes to face the
Senegalese Teranga Lions using a protective
mask. Originally doubtful because of a ham-
string injury, star Senegal attacker Sadio Mane
is now set to play having helped Liverpool tri-
umph at West Ham last weekend. — AFP
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