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AL-AIN: AFP Sport’s guide to the Asian Cup quarter-
finals, which begin today and will see the video assis-
tant referee (VAR) system used in the tournament for
the first time.

VIETNAM V JAPAN
Japan should brush Vietnam aside but the four-time

champions have been so unconvincing that a defeat
would not be a major surprise. 

Hajime Moriyasu’s side have stumbled through the
tournament, winning by a single-goal margin in each of
their four games and conceding twice in their 3-2
Group F victory over Turkmenistan, ranked 127th in the
world. They allowed more than 75 percent possession
to Saudi Arabia in a dire last-16 outing that was settled
by Takehiro Tomiyasu’s header from a corner against
the run of play.

Meanwhile Vietnam, fresh from winning the
Southeast Asian title last month, beat a well-organised
Jordan side on penalties and could prove a handful for
the stuttering Japanese.

CHINA V IRAN
The end looks nigh for Marcello Lippi’s China as

they run into the tournament’s only consistently dan-
gerous team. 

Iran are Asia’s top-ranked side and have yet to con-
cede at the tournament, rattling in nine goals their four
matches as they moved confidently into the quarters
and only being stopped in a goalless Group D draw
with arch rivals Iraq.

It’s the sort of form that has made them the team to
avoid-which is bad luck for China, an ageing team with
injury problems and few options in attack. 

In their favour, however, is the acumen of Lippi, who
won the World Cup for Italy in 2006 and may have a
few more cards to play before his expected departure
post-tournament.

SOUTH KOREA V QATAR
Son Heung-min’s belated arrival gave South Korea a

significant boost in their final group game, a 2-0 win
over China, but needed extra time to beat Bahrain’s
part-timers 2-1 in the first knockout round.

Injuries could prove critical for the Taeguk Warriors,
who in recent days have lost Newcastle midfielder Ki
Sung-yeung to a hamstring problem. 

Meanwhile 2022 World Cup hosts Qatar have gone
from strength to strength, upsetting political foes Saudi
Arabia in the group phase thanks to a brace from the
tournament’s top scorer Almoez Ali-who has seven
goals to his name-and knocking out Iraq in the 1-0 win
that took them to the quarters.

With Qataris largely banned from UAE thanks to the
ongoing Gulf blockade, and boos greeting their anthem,
it’s been a quietly defiant tournament for Felix Sanchez
Bas’ team.

UAE V AUSTRALIA
Defending champions Australia finished second in

their group but it’s worked out well, with a favourable
draw and no chance of meeting Iran until the final.

Despite only just squeezing past Uzbekistan on
penalties, the Socceroos are heavy favourites to extin-
guish the hopes of Alberto Zaccheroni’s lifeless UAE.

The hosts, who are a world away from the dynamic
football that lit up their appearance in the 2015 edition,
have had some eccentric refereeing decisions to thank

for keeping them in the tournament. 
With home fans staying away in droves, Australia

have even less reason to fear the fixture in Al Ain,
where they have played three of their four games so far.

VAR ARRIVES
The technology that shook up the World Cup in

Russia will be used for the first time at an Asian Cup
from the quarter-finals. Decisions on whether the ball

crossed the goal line, penalties, red cards and mistaken
identity can all be video-reviewed before the on-field
referee makes the final decision. 

It could have been a very different competition if
VAR had been used all along: two late penalties for
UAE, and two goals in Australia’s win over Syria are
among the incidents which may have faced scrutiny. It
will bring an extra element of interest and, as defenders
will be keenly aware, potentially more penalties. — AFP

Asian Cup quarter-finals,
four matches and video ref

Socceroos are heavy favourites to win

LONDON: Marcos Alonso has challenged his
Chelsea team-mates to prove they are motivated to
arrest their alarming slide in today’s League Cup
semi-final showdown against Tottenham. Furious with
the latest in a growing list of punchless displays,
Blues boss Maurizio Sarri launching a scathing attack
on his Chelsea stars after Saturday’s 2-0 defeat at
Arsenal.

Questioning their mental strength and revealing he
finds it “extremely difficult” to motivate his players,
Sarri risked alienating a squad that had already
rebelled against his predecessor Antonio Conte last
season.

The Italian’s blast was entirely understandable
after so many tepid efforts from Chelsea this term.
But Sarri must shoulder some of the blame himself
after making a pair of tactical decisions that have
contributed to Chelsea’s malaise.

Deploying Eden Hazard as a central striker has
neutered the Belgian playmaker, who has been far
more effective in his natural wide role. That move was
born out of Sarri’s frustration at the misfiring form of
his other forwards Alvaro Morata and Olivier Giroud.

The former Napoli boss hopes to sign his old
striker Gonzalo Higuain later this week, but that isn’t
his only problem. Since bringing Jorginho with him
from Napoli, Sarri has felt compelled to use the mid-
fielder in the holding role previously occupied so
effectively by N’Golo Kante.

Now Kante is a fish out of water on the right side
of a three-man midfield, leaving him tasked with
attacking duties that aren’t his strength. Making mat-
ters worse, Jorginho is becoming a target for frustrat-
ed Chelsea fans after failing to live up to his reputa-
tion as the man who makes his manager’s ‘Sarri-ball’
vision come to life.

Sarri reportedly called a clear-the-air meeting
with his squad on Monday in a bid to resolve any lin-
gering bad feeling after his remarkably blunt assess-
ment of their performances.

‘SILLY MISTAKES’ 
And, amid suggestions several players are unhap-

py with Sarri’s tactics, Chelsea left-back Alonso
claimed the team must heed their manager’s criticism
and use it to salvage their season in the second leg
against Tottenham.

“When you lose, you learn. We have to analyse the
game and improve quickly because there is no time to
think. We have to perform again in four days,” Alonso
said. “It was a good opportunity (against Arsenal).
We wasted it and now we have to work even harder
to stay in a Champions League position and win
games. It has to motivate us. “We made silly mistakes.
We provoked them to gain confidence and come to
press us because we were making mistakes.” Chelsea
have lost their last three games against Tottenham
dating back to last season, with two of those defeats
coming under Sarri.

The Blues saw their unbeaten start to the Premier
League season come to thudding halt when Mauricio
Pochettino’s side romped to a 3-1 win at Wembley in
November.

The League Cup first leg was a much tighter affair
that left Sarri bemoaning the use of VAR after Harry
Kane was controversially judged to be onside in the
build-up to the penalty decision that settled the game
in Tottenham’s favour.

Since then, Chelsea have laboured to an uncon-
vincing 2-1 win over Newcastle before shooting
themselves in the foot in the listless flop at Arsenal.
They might be facing Tottenham at the right time
however as their London rivals are hampered by
injuries to Kane and Dele Alli.—AFP

Alonso urges
Chelsea to hit back
in Spurs showdown

ABU DHABI: Iran’s coach Carlos Queiroz (L) and Iran’s Masoud Shojaei (R) attend a pre-match press conference on the
eve of their AFC Asian Cup match against China at Mohammed Bin Zayed Stadium in Abu Dhabi yesterday. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH LEAGUE CUP
Chelsea FC v Tottenham Hotspur 22:45
beIN Sports 

SPAIN COPA DEL REY
RCD Espanyol v Real Betis 21:30
beIN Sports
Real Madrid CF v Girona 23:30
beIN Sports

ASIAN NATIONS CUP 2019
Viet nam v Japan 16:00
beIN SPORTS
China v Iran 19:00
beIN SPORTS

ST PETER PORT: Hopes faded yesterday of finding a
missing plane carrying Cardiff City’s record new sign-
ing Emiliano Sala, as it emerged the Argentine striker
had sent relatives a desperate message shortly before
the light aircraft disappeared over the Channel.

Floating objects have been found in the water, and
police on the British island of Guernsey, which sits off
the north coast of France, have warned the chances of
the passengers surviving were “slim”.

As rescuers in three planes and a helicopter
scoured the sea, Argentine media reported that Sala
sent a final message before the plane disappeared from
radar around 20 kilometres (12 miles) north of
Guernsey on Monday night. “I’m on a plane that looks
like it’s going to fall apart, and I’m leaving for Cardiff,”
the 28-year-old said in a rambling WhatsApp audio
message. “If in an hour and a half you have no news
from me, I don’t know if they will send people to look
for me, because they will not find me, you know... I’m
so scared,” he added.

The player’s mother, Mercedes, told Argentine tele-
vision channel C5N that the plane belonged to Cardiff
chairman Mehmet Dalman, but he disputed the claim.
“I can say to you categorically that the plane had
nothing to do with Cardiff City,” he said.

Dalman said the club had offered to pay for his
flight but Sala had “made his own arrangements”. “I
can’t tell you who arranged the flight because I don’t
know.” Britain’s Air Accidents Investigation Branch
(AAIB), which is investigating, said the single-engine
Piper PA-46 Malibu plane was registered in the United
States. But the identity of the pilot, the only other per-
son in the plane, has not been officially confirmed.

Sala, who signed with the Premier League club on

Saturday from French Ligue 1 club Nantes for a
reported fee of 17 million euros ($19.3 million), was due
to attend a training session with Cardiff on Tuesday.

Rescuers on Tuesday said they had covered an area
of 1,155 square miles (3,000 square-kilometre) in the
Channel spotted “a number of floating objects in the
water”. In an update yesterday, Guernsey Coast Guard
captain David Barker said there was “as yet no trace
today of the missing aircraft”.

The pilot had requested to lower his altitude shortly
before air traffic control in neighbouring Jersey lost
contact with the plane. Rescuers’ hopes rest in the
possibility that the passengers are in a life raft, which
has so far evaded detection.

But Ken Fairbank, a former AAIB investigator, said it
was “extremely unlikely now that anyone would be
found alive, even assuming the aircraft made a con-
trolled ditching”. Fairbank said details were still
sketchy but weather “may have been a factor... as it
seems to have been overcast and with some mist at the
Channel Islands airports”.

FANS HOLD VIGIL 
In Sala’s Argentine hometown of Progreso, his

father Horacio told the press that as “the hours go by
and I don’t know anything, it makes me fear the worst”.
Sala, who had been at Nantes since 2015 and had
scored 13 goals in all competitions this season, had
signed a three-and-a-half-year contract with relega-
tion-threatened Cardiff subject to receiving interna-
tional clearance.

Cardiff’s executive director Ken Choo said they
were all “very shocked” at the news. “We continue to
pray for positive news,” he said. Cardiff called off
Tuesday’s training session, and stunned supporters laid
flowers and scarves outside the club’s stadium.

“The excitement of a new signing arriving at your
club can bring so much happiness. That’s how we felt
about Sala,” said Cardiff fan Josh Thomas, 24.

“He was the one who was going to turn our fortunes
around and score the goals that would keep us up. He
was going to be the one adored by the fans, including
me. But within a few hours so much has changed.”

Argentine football legend Diego Maradona said he

was hoping the plane had simply gone astray. “I hope it
went to the wrong airport and we find him alive, that’s
all,” he said in an audio message. Real Madrid coach
Santiago Solari, also an Argentinian, said: “We feel
great sadness of course and we send all the strength
and love in the world to the relatives, close friends, and
people that know him.”

“And of course we never lose hope until the end,” he
said. With his former teammates in shock, Nantes have
postponed their French Cup tie against third-tier side
Entente Sannois Saint-Gratien on Wednesday until
Sunday. Hundreds of fans gathered for a vigil in the
western French city on Tuesday, placing flowers,
scarves and flags on a fountain and chanting the strik-
er’s name. “I still have hope, he is a fighter,” Nantes
president Waldemar Kita tweeted. — AFP

Hopes fade for
Sala as final
message emerges

Emiliano Sala 

CAIRO: Fans were left baffled yesterday after
Liverpool’s star Egyptian striker Mohamed
Salah appeared to have deleted all of his social
media accounts where his followers number in
the millions.

The Facebook, Instagram and Twitter accounts
of Salah, who is idolised in Egypt and Liverpool,
went offline without warning a day after he post-
ed a cryptic tweet. “2019 Resolution: Time to get
in touch, for real,” said the final tweet, screenshots
of which were shared widely on social media.

Those navigating to his Twitter account yester-
day could only see a message reading “Sorry, that
page doesn’t exist!”. On Instagram, the message
read “The link you followed may be broken, or the
page may have been removed.” A similar message
appeared on Facebook.

It was not immediately clear whether the shut-
downs were deliberate. Some fans speculated that
Salah deleted his accounts due to a dispute he has
had with the Egyptian Football Association over
his image rights.

Others saw it as a possible new year’s resolu-
tion. Salah has taken the Premier League by storm
since signing for Liverpool in the summer of 2017,
scoring 50 goals for the English club in just 72
appearances. Earlier this month, Salah was named
the African Player of the Year for the second con-
secutive year. — AFP

Fans baffled as 
Salah goes offline

BERLIN: Lindsey Vonn has pulled out of today’s downhill
training for the women’s World Cup race in Garmisch-
Partenkirchen, but is “hopeful” she can keep racing
despite talking about retirement last weekend.

After failing to finish Sunday’s super-G in Cortina
d’Ampezzo, an emotional Vonn told reporters it may have
been her final race, because “there’s only so much my
body can take”.

It was a bitterly disappointing weekend for the 34-
year-old US ski star, a four-time overall World Cup win-
ner, who had finished ninth and 15th respectively in the

two downhill races on the preceding days in Cortina after
skiing with knee braces.

However in an Instagram post on Wednesday, Vonn
revealed she suffered an impact injury while training in
Cortina but still hopes to race again, without specifying
whether she will ski in Garmisch. “Now that we know the
problem, the next issue is fixing it. So far we haven’t found
a solution and as a result I will not be able to compete in
tomorrow’s downhill training run (in Garmisch),” Vonn
wrote. “However, since this is a new ‘injury’ per say, I
remain hopeful that we can fix it.

“I’m taking things day by day and we will see what hap-
pens. “I know that I might not get the ending to my career
that I had hoped for, but if there is a chance, I will take it.
“Thanks for all of the support you have shown me, it helps
keep me going.” Vonn, with 82 World Cup wins to her
name, has set herself the challenge of overhauling Swedish
great Ingemar Stenmark’s all-time record of 86 World Cup
wins before retiring at Lake Louise in December. — AFP

Injured Vonn to miss 
Garmisch training

Lindsey Vonn


