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NEW YORK: Through five weeks, the season hasn’t
gone as planned for the Philadelphia Eagles and New
York Giants, who are each riding two-game losing
streaks. At 2-3, the defending Super Bowl champion
Eagles have lost three of four since winning the opener,
and their offense has yet to click despite the return of
starting quarterback Carson Wentz.

The Giants (1-4) have had their own issues on
offense (just ask Odell Beckham Jr.), though they
topped 30 points on Sunday for the first time since the
end of 2015. Despite the poor starts, both teams remain
in workable position in the struggling NFC East enter-
ing their tonight meeting at East Rutherford, N.J. All
four teams in the division, including the 2-2 Washington
Redskins and the 2-3 Dallas Cowboys, lost in Week 5.

“None of it matters if we don’t go out and win,”
Giants nose tackle Damon Harrison said Tuesday. “No
matter what the other teams in the division are doing,
we still have to handle our business.” New York nearly
did so last week, but Carolina Panthers kicker Graham
Gano snuck a 63-yard field goal through the uprights
as time expired. The crushing 33-31 loss left the Giants
more excited than normal to play on a short week,
embracing the opportunity to wash the bad taste out of
their mouths.

“This probably would be the first time where I would
ever not be upset about the turnaround,” Beckham said
of playing Thursday night. “Coming off a tough loss like
that, you just want to get back out there.”

On the other side, coach Doug Pederson sees an
opportunity for the Eagles to stem the tide and regain

the attitude they had during their magical 2017 season.
Like his approach as a play-caller, Pederson wants his
team to remain aggressive amid the setbacks.

“When you lose a couple of games, you tend to sort
of crawl back into a shell just a little bit,” he said.
“That’s the wrong mentality. Our mentality is that we’re
going to continue to grow, full steam ahead, continue to
grow as a team, collectively as a group and try to get
that swagger back.”

That will be easier said than done today. While trav-
eling on a short week, Philadelphia will be without one
of its top playmakers. Running back Jay Ajayi was lost
for the season after sustaining a torn ACL in the Eagles’
23-21 loss to the Minnesota Vikings on Sunday.

Soothing matters somewhat is the expected return
of Corey Clement, who has battled a quad injury, but
Darren Sproles remains out with a hamstring issue that
has sidelined him since Week 1. “I feel terrible for him,”
Wentz said of Ajayi. “I know what it’s like, obviously
he’s been there, too. ... I feel like we’ve still got a stable
of workhorses there (at running back), but yeah, it’s
tough losing Jay.”

Defensive Derek Barnett (shoulder) should join
Clement in returning after he was a full participant in
practice Tuesday. Defensive tackle Haloti Ngata (calf)
and safety Corey Graham (hamstring) missed Tuesday’s
session.

Meanwhile, the Giants could be getting reinforce-
ments on both sides of the ball. Coach Pat Shurmur said
he hopes tight end Evan Engram (knee) and defensive
end Olivier Vernon (ankle) can play after practicing on

a limited basis this week. Engram missed the past two
games, while Vernon has yet to play this year.

New York waived 2015 first-round pick Ereck
Flowers and promoted Brian Mihalik from the practice

squad on Tuesday to serve as the swing tackle. Kicker
Aldrick Rosas is battling a right (kicking) quad issue, so
Marshall Koehn was signed to the practice squad as
insurance. — Reuters
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CHARLOTTE: File photo shows Saquon Barkley #26 of the New York Giants scores a touchdown late in the
fourth quarter against the Carolina Panthers during their game at Bank of America Stadium on October 7,
2018 in Charlotte, North Carolina. — AFP

JOHANNESBURG: Liverpool star Mohamed Salah
gets a chance to rediscover his scoring touch when
he plays for Egypt against eSwatini (formerly
Swaziland) in the Africa Cup of Nations this week.
After notching 44 goals for the English Premier
League club in all competitions last season, the 26-
year-old has managed only three this season, and just
one in eight games since August.

When Salah last played for his country, he scored
twice and missed two penalties as the record seven-
time African champions romped to a 6-0 win over
Niger during September. Niger are ranked 105 in the
world — 31 places above eSwatini-so Egypt can
realistically hope to score goals this Friday at the Al
Salam Stadium in Cairo.

Salah is the pride of Egypt having won the best
goal and finished third in the best player category
behind Luka Modric and Cristiano Ronaldo at the
recent FIFA awards. He is also among 30 contenders
for the Ballon d’Or prize bestowed annually by France
Football magazine.

His recent scarcity of goals for Liverpool, and
being substituted in a match at Chelsea, has drawn
sympathy from Egyptian pundits.  “Salah must not
look back at last season, whether it was his goal scor-
ing or his exceptional form,” said Islam el-Shater in
Al-Masry Al-Youm.

“He must do what his manager (Jurgen Klopp)
asks of him so that he does not lose his starting
place.” Another columnist in that newspaper,
Mohammed el-Bourmy, wrote: “Salah is being com-
pared to Ronaldo and Messi and some possibly
believed he could score 40 to 50 goals every season.

“He is not required to do that, but rather to have a
good season with 20 goals to his name and enjoy
himself.” Leading football commentator Hassan el-
Mistekawi noted that “the Salah smile is missing since
the start of the season because of the pressure he is
under to score”.

While Egypt can boast of Salah, eSwatini have a
caretaker coach and no stars with the squad com-
prised of locals and a sprinkling of players with South
African second-tier clubs.

The countries will meet twice during the Cup of
Nations window with the return match next Tuesday
in Manzini, where the southern African nation lost 2-
0 to Tunisia last month. Tunisia tackle Niger, whose
squad have been complaining of a “beans-and-
water” diet and unpaid bonuses, and must believe
they can collect maximum points to stay top of Group
J.  Struggling Gabon must have been encouraged by
the two goals Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang scored for
Arsenal against Fulham as they begin life under new
coach Daniel Cousin. The Panthers have failed to
spark in Group C-losing away to Mali and being held
at home by Burundi-and need two wins over point-
less South Sudan to get back into contention.

Other Premier League stars set to feature include
two team-mates of Salah at Liverpool-Sadio Mane of
Senegal and Naby Keita of Guinea. Senegal tackle
Group A strugglers Sudan and will expect three
points in Dakar and at least one from the return
match in Khartoum, where sauna-like conditions
present a challenge. 

Guinea share with Mali, Mauritania and Tunisia the
distinction of having perfect records after two match-
days and should remain Group H leaders by beating
Rwanda in Conakry. Ivory Coast are playing catch-
up in the same section after a shock home loss to the
Guineans and hope several Premier League players
can help them overcome the Central African Republic. 

Eric Bailly of Manchester United will anchor the
defence, Jean Michael Seri of Fulham is a midfield
option, and Wilfried Zaha of Crystal Palace offers
pace in attack. There are 48 fixtures spread over sev-
en days, although doubts surround those between
Ghana and Sierra Leone in Kumasi this Thursday and
in Freetown next Monday. —AFP
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CARDIFF: Spain will not have to face Gareth Bale in
today’s glamour friendly, but Wales striker Sam Vokes
insists the Real Madrid star’s absence will not mean an
easy ride for the visitors in Cardiff.

Bale has been struggling with a groin injury and
aggravated the problem during Real’s defeat at Alaves
on Saturday. The 29-year-old also missed Real’s
Champions League defeat at CSKA Moscow last week
and sat out Wales’ training session when he arrived for
international duty on Monday.

Given his links with both countries, Bale should have
relished playing against Spain, who feature several of
his Real teammates, in the first meeting between the
teams since 1985. But manager Ryan Giggs is hoping
the country’s record goalscorer will be fit for the more
significant Nations League tie against the Republic of
Ireland in Dublin on October 16.

Gareth has got a little bit of muscle fatigue and he
won’t be involved against Spain,” said Giggs. “We don’t
want to take any risks and we are monitoring it every
day. I would say he is 50-50 at the minute for the
Ireland game.”

Even with Bale on the sidelines, Burnley’s Vokes is
certain Wales will show they are more than a one-man
band. “Gareth is massive for us, but we’ve got a lot of
players playing at top level now,” Vokes said.

“They are playing regularly as well and that can only
help us. If there are players missing there are others

ready to step in.” Vokes’ confidence is built on the
foundations laid by Giggs since he succeeded Chris
Coleman as Wales manager in January.

Wales produced one of their best performances in
recent years when they thrashed the Republic of
Ireland 4-1 in their Nations League opener last month.
Their second taste of the competition, a 2-0 defeat in
Denmark three days later, was not so productive for
former Manchester United winger Giggs, who has won
two and drawn one of his five matches.

But Giggs’ tenure, notable for his use of emerging
young talent, has already sparked enough enthusiasm
to convince Welsh FA chiefs to schedule the Spain fix-
ture for the 74,500-capacity Principality Stadium-their
first appearance there since 2011.

“It helps that I inherited a great squad spirit-wise
and regarding how the lads get on,” Giggs said.
“Obviously, I’m different from the previous manager,
I’ve got my own ways and my own thoughts about how
I want to play and work.

“But the players have been really good and are tak-
ing all the information on board.” Since their shock
World Cup exit against Russia, Spain have got back on
track in the Nations League with a 2-1 win against
England and a 6-0 rout of World Cup finalists Croatia.

Spain’s World Cup woes were triggered by Julen
Lopetegui’s sacking on the eve of the competition after
revealing he would be taking over as Real boss. But
new Spain manager Luis Enrique has steadied the ship,
appearing unafraid to make big selection calls as he
showed by once again leaving out Barcelona left-back
Jordi Alba.

Spanish champions Barca are represented by only
one player, Sergio Busquets, as Enrique preferred
uncapped Wolves defender Jonny Otto to Alba.
“Azpilicueta plays right-back, and Jonny can do it.
That’s why I’ve chosen these players,” Enrique said.

“I’m not talking about those who are not here. It’s
not a taboo subject but I’m not going to talk about
them.” After facing Wales, Spain host England in
Nations League action on October 15. “A friendly gives
me the options to try things that I want. But the vital
one is England,” Enrique said. — AFP
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SYDNEY: Sprint superstar Usain Bolt
looks set to make his first start as a pro-
fessional footballer tomorrow, a chal-
lenge he said could determine if he has a
future in the sport of his boyhood
dreams. Bolt said the coach of his
Central Coast Mariners, Mike Mulvey,
had indicated he would be in the start-
ing line-up in a friendly against
Macarthur South West United in
Sydney. “For me, that’s always a good
step, when the coach is satisfied with
your fitness to put you in the starting
line-up-that’s always a big step,” Bolt
told Mariners’ club media yesterday. “I
am just happy to get the chance and go
out there and start, and do my best
because that is the key thing.”

The eight-time Olympic champion
made his footballing debut in late August
in a 20-minute cameo as a substitute on

the left wing, nearly scoring but tiring
quickly. Bolt said he had improved his
fitness since, and expected to spend
more time up front.

“My movement and my touch is much
better now,” he said. “I’ve learnt how to
set my body and where to place the
ball.” The A-League has been struggling
in recent years with fewer fans and
dwindling TV ratings, with football chiefs
hoping the arrival of big names like Bolt
will boost local interest.

The 100m world record holder said he
expected some nerves when out on the
pitch, but was excited by the opportunity
to prove his worth as a footballer. “This
will be a big game. I think it will deter-
mine if the club makes up its mind on
what to do with my career. So for me it’s a
very important game,” he said. “I’m look-
ing forward to prove myself.” — AFP
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File photo shows Usain Bolt playing in a charity soccer match in June.

BRUSSELS: Belgian police raided
soccer clubs across the country yes-
terday and detained the coach of
champions Club Bruges, two top
agents and others for questioning
about financial fraud and possible
match-fixing.

Police carried out a total of 44
searches at leading Belgian clubs
and residences, federal prosecutors
said in a statement. A further 13 raids
also took place in France,
Luxembourg, Cyprus, Montenegro,
Serbia and Macedonia.

Belgium’s “Big Three” clubs-
Anderlecht of Brussels, Standard
Liege and Bruges-all confirmed their
premises had been searched. Bruges
said their Croatian coach Ivan Leko
was also taken in for questioning.
The club are competing in the
Champions League against Atletico
Madrid, Monaco and Borussia
Dortmund.

The raids and arrests, which top-
sell ing Belgian newspaper Het
Laatste Nieuws said had shaken
Belgian football to its core, come just
three months after the country
reached the World Cup semi-finals.

That success was achieved with a
squad largely nurtured as teenagers
in the local Jupiler Pro League

before their Belgian clubs trans-
ferred them for substantial profits to
bigger name outfits in England,
France, Italy and Germany.

Investigators were also question-
ing leading soccer agents Mogi
Bayat and Dejan Veljkovic, as well as
a former general manager of
Anderlecht, Herman Van Holsbeeck,
and two referees, judicial sources
said. Other clubs raided included
current league leaders Racing Genk
and 2014-2015 champions KAA
Gent. “A large number of people
have been deprived of their liberty
and taken in for a thorough interro-
gation,” the prosecutors said, adding
that a judge would later decide who
should be held in custody or formally
arrested.

Prosecutors said the searches
were related to an investigation
launched at the end of 2017 into sus-
pect financial transactions in the top
Belgian league, with possible
charges of criminal organisation,
money laundering and corruption.

Some agents were suspected of
hiding commissions on transfers,
players’ pay and other payments
from the Belgian authorities, the
prosecutors said. “During the inves-
tigation there were indications of
possible influencing of matches in
the 2017-2018 season,” the prosecu-
tors said.

Some of the house searches were
carried out at the homes of club
directors, soccer agents, referees, a
former lawyer, a trainer, journalists
and at an accountancy office. The
searches abroad were chiefly at
offices and residences of people used
to set up the suspect transactions,
the prosecutors said. — Reuters
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