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LONDON: Eden Hazard has warned Chelsea to sign
players who will turn them into title contenders if they
want him to commit his future to the club. Hazard has
two years left on his present contract and is consider-
ing whether to sign a lucrative extension that would
keep him at Stamford Bridge for the remaining prime
years of his career.

But the Belgium playmaker is frustrated by Chelsea’s
failure to qualify for next season’s Champions League
and is reportedly a close-season target for Real Madrid
and Paris Saint Germain. Asked what it would take to
stay with Chelsea in the long-term, Hazard said: “I’m
waiting for new players next season. We will see.  “I
want good players because I want to win next season
the Premier League.  I want to win a lot of things.”

This would be Hazard’s last big contract and the
midfielder has no intention of rushing his decision,
despite reports that Chelsea are  willing to pay him
around £300,000 ($404,000, 343,000 euros) per
week.  “That’s why I’m taking my time. It’s something
big. I need to think of a lot of things. One thing for sure
is I’m happy here,” he said.  Chelsea finished fifth in the
Premier League, well adrift of champions Manchester
City, after an inconsistent season marred their defence
of the title.  They also failed to win the Champions
League and League Cup, leaving Saturday’s FA Cup
final against Manchester United as their last chance of
silverware this season.

Hazard concedes Chelsea have under-performed,
but he believes winning the Wembley showdown with
United would at least salvage something from their dis-
appointing season. “To play Champions League next
season is important. To win trophies also.  We want to
do it,” Hazard said. “We want to play Champions
League next season and win trophies. That’s it.  “So if
we can’t have one, we need the other. We can’t be in the
Champions League next season so we need to win tro-
phies. That’s it.  “I say many times before I think it is not
my last game. It’s the last game of the season, that’s it. 

“After the World Cup then we will be ready for the
next season.  “But for me, in my mind, I’m here, I have
one week to play now. Saturday is a massive game. I
just want to win for me and them also.”

Hazard insists the uncertainty surrounding Chelsea
manager Antonio Conte has had no impact on the
squad. Conte is expected to leave at the end of the sea-
son after his feud with the club’s hierarchy over their
failure to back his transfer plans.  “We don’t think about
that. We’re just focused on the game,” Hazard said.
“We have one game to play and then we’ll see what
happens at the end of the season.”

If Chelsea can lift the FA Cup, then the Champions
League will be the one major honour to elude Hazard
during his time at Stamford Bridge.  “I need two more
trophies, Champions League and FA Cup. That’s it,”
Hazard said. “We’re Chelsea. We need trophies at the
end of the season.  “At the moment we have nothing.
We have not qualified for the Champions League. So
the season has been bad.—AFP
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ROME: Former world number one Karolina Pliskova
smashed the umpire’s chair in frustration after she lost
to Greece’s Maria Sakkari in the second round of the
WTA Italian Open yesterday. In the third set with the
sixth seeded Czech serving 6-3, 3-6, 5-5 (30/30) she
had an overhead shot incorrectly ruled out and both the
line judge and the umpire said they could not find the
mark.

After vehemently arguing with the umpire to no avail
Pliskova was furious when
42nd-ranked Sakkari was
given the advantage and
break point at a crucial stage
of the match. The Czech went
on to lose that game and the
match 3-6, 6-3, 7-5 in two
hours 21 minutes.

She furiously repeatedly
struck the umpire’s chair
with her racket. For Sakkari it
was the first top five win of
her career and she will face
the winner of the second-round match between 11th
seed Angelique Kerber of Germany and Romania’s
Irina-Camelia Begu.

Austrian Dominic Thiem, last week’s Madrid finalist,
crashed at the first hurdle at the ATP and WTA Italian
Open Tuesday as top women’s seed Simona Halep
demolished Japan’s Naomi Osaka. Sixth seed Thiem-
who inflicted the first clay-court defeat in almost a year
on Rafael Nadal last week in Madrid-smashed his rack-
et in fury on his way to losing to Italy’s Fabio Fognini 6-
4, 1-6, 6-3 in just over two hours.

Fognini, ranked 21, kept his nerve while Thiem took
out his frustration on his racket after handing his rival
three match points, the Italian then sealing his first win
in three meetings with the Austrian. Fognini, 30, next
plays Germany’s Peter Gojowczyk before a possible
quarter-final showdown with top seed Nadal.

“It was an intense fight. He was pumped today and
playing at home and coming off a good win over (Gael)
Monfils,” said Thiem. “If you compare it to Madrid

there were a lot of close matches I could have lost there
too. I did have chances.”

Earlier, Halep powered her way to a 6-1, 6-0 win in
just under an hour on the clay of the Italico Foro to
claim her fourth win over 21st-ranked Osaka in five
meetings.

“It was one of those helpless feeling,” conceded
Osaka who could be heard saying “I want to cry”
courtside. The match looked set to be a battle after

Halep needed to save four
break points in her opening
service game for 1-1 but then
reeled off 12 in a row to
avenge her Indian Wells loss.
“I like to slide on the clay
and today was easy for me.
I’m more relaxed than in
Madrid,” said Halep. Osaka,
20, failed to convert any of
her six break point opportu-
nities, hitting 29 unforced
errors to Halep’s 14. 

‘DEPRESSED, AND STUFF’ 
The 26-year-old Halep reached the final in Rome last

year and needs to reach the quarter-finals this time to
hold her world number one ranking. “It’s just like one of
those moments, like, you’re a little bit depressed, and
stuff. But I think this is the first match of the year that
I’ve felt like this,” insisted Osaka, who struggled with
her backhand.

“She knew it and we were having a lot of backhand
rallies, other than that I couldn’t say what happened. “I
feel like I’ve played her the most of any player, this was
the third time this year. She has a very solid game plan
for me.”

The Romanian will next play 13th-seeded American
Madison Keys, who battled past Croatian Donna Vekic
7-6 (7/2), 7-6 (7/0) for a place in the quarter-finals.

Halep is building towards the French Open in two
weeks time where she hopes to claim a first Grand Slam
after twice finishing runner-up in Roland Garros.

France’s Caroline Garcia, a semi-finalist in Madrid last
week, also eased into the third round past Hungary’s
Timea Babos 6-3, 6-4.

Garcia, the seventh seed, went through with a break
in both sets in 1hr 30min and she will next play either

American Sloane Stephens or Kaia Kanepi of Estonia.
In the men’s event, US eighth seed John Isner fell fol-
lowing a three set battle which included three tiebreaks
against Spain’s Albert Ramos 6-7 (5/7), 7-6 (7/2), 7-6
(7/5). — AFP
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ROME: Romania’s Simona Halep hits a return to Japan’s Naomi Osaka at Rome’s WTA Tennis Open tourna-
ment at the Foro Italico, yesterday in Rome. — AFP

DUBLIN: Ireland captain William Porterfield was in no
doubt his side deserved their elevation to Test cricket
after a thrilling debut ended in a five-wicket loss to
Pakistan. Hopes of a miracle at Malahide weren’t just
the stuff of fantasy when Pakistan, set a modest 160 to
win on Tuesday’s final day, collapsed to 14 for three
before lunch at the Dublin ground.

Imam-ul-Haq (74 not out) and Babar Azam (59)
then combined to dash dreams that Ireland, the 11th
nation to play men’s Test cricket, would record a
remarkable win. But it was a testament to Ireland’s skill
and resolve that after they had been made to follow-on
by visiting captain Sarfraz Ahmed, the game remained
in the balance on the final day.

For a while, it seemed Ireland might rewrite the
record books on two fronts in becoming only the
fourth side to win a Test after following-on and just the
second in the 141-year history of the format, following
Australia’s defeat of England in the inaugural 1877 Test
at Melbourne, to win their debut match.  That they
were in a position to do that owed much to Kevin
O’Brien’s impressive 118 — just the fourth instance of a
man scoring a century in his country’s first Test match-
that was the cornerstone of Ireland’s second innings
339. Ireland made their reputation on the global stage
with World Cup wins over Pakistan, England and West
Indies, Porterfield was proud of his side’s entry into the
Test arena.

“The biggest thing was how we fought back in the
second innings with the bat-that showed the character
we have,” he said.  “It’s something that’s been talked
about during big occasions, World Cups.  That’s always
been known to be there but Test cricket is Test cricket

for a reason, it’s there in the name, you did get tested
and we were after the first innings.

“To get up to close to 350 showed what we’ve got
in the changing room and the passion that we have for
playing our cricket.” The crowd briefly included 74-
year-old Rolling Stones front man and cricket fan,
Mick Jagger, but Porterfield hoped that the next gener-
ation of potential Irish cricketers would be more
inspired by O’Brien’s hundred.  “Hopefully in the next
week or two there’s going to be hundreds of little kids
aspiring to be Kevin O’Brien in backstreet cricket,” the
Irish captain said. “This Test match will have gone a
long way to providing the next generation of crick-
eters, I’m sure.”

‘WORLD CUP NOISE’ 
This was O’Brien’s first international century since

he scored the fastest-ever World Cup hundred, off just
50 balls, in Ireland’s stunning win over England at
Bangalore seven years ago.

Yet the controversial decision to shrink the 2019
World Cup in England to a 10-team tournament and
Ireland’s failure to come through an increasingly com-
petitive qualifying tournament where only two spots
were available means Porterfield’s men will be on the
outside looking in next year.  “We wouldn’t have got to
where we were if we didn’t get those opportunities to
put down a marker on the world stage,” Porterfield
insisted.  “That gives you an opportunity to create
enough noise. To miss out by it just being a 10-team
World Cup is bitterly disappointing.

“We wouldn’t have had the opportunity to play a
Test match today, I don’t think if we hadn’t been play-
ing the last 10, 12 years at World Cups.” — AFP
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DUBLIN: (L-R) Ireland’s William Porterfield, Ireland’s Andrew Balbirnie and Ireland’s Paul Stirling appeal
unsuccessfully for a wicket during play on day two of Ireland’s inaugural Test match against Pakistan at
Malahide cricket club, in Dublin on May 15. —AFP

MINSK: Diego Maradona is coming to Belarus as
chairman of  a  smal l  top-f l ight  c lub with  b ig
European ambitions. The Argentine legend posted a
photo on Instagram late Tuesday of what Dinamo
Brest said was a three-year contract to serve as
chairman of the board.

“Thanks for the trust and for thinking of me,”
Maradona wrote in his post. Dinamo Brest also
posted pictures of the 1986 World Cup winner
holding up a green and red Belarusian flag while
wearing a matching black T-shirt and shorts.

Maradona stepped down as coach of United Arab
Emirates second division club Al-Fujairah last
month after fai l ing to secure their  promotion.
Dinamo Brest were acquired by new owners three
years ago who are intent on breaking the historic
dominance of the country’s two big sides: Dinamo
Minsk and BATE Borisov. The 57-year-old will be in

charge of the team’s transfer policy and strategic
development. “Wil l  Maradona be able to help
Belarusian-particularly Brest-football? I think the
answer is obvious,” said club spokeswoman Olga
Khizhinkova.

She also insisted that the global star intended to
spend most  o f  h i s  t ime  in  the  sma l l  c i ty  on
Belarus’s southwest border with Poland. “We are
a l ready  look ing  for  a  p lace  for  h im to  l ive ,”
Khizhinkova said.

“We expect that if not the whole time, he is going
to spend a substantial portion of his time in Brest.”
Dinamo currently sit eight in the 16-team Premier
Division. The club were formed in 1960 and spent
their first 32 years in the Soviet Union’s second and
third divisions.

Dinamo were automatically promoted to top-
flight Belarusian football when the Soviet Union
collapsed in 1991. They finished third in the inaugu-
ral Belarusian season but have never qualified for
Europe. The team’s  new owners  have to ld
Belarusian media that they intended to acquire new
talent and invest significant resources in the club
this year.

Khizhinkova said Maradona will come to Brest
after completing a Russia World Cup assignment for
Venezuelan television. — AFP
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