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CAIRO: Hakim Ziyech dazzled as Ajax embarked
on an unforgettable European run while scoop-
ing a league and cup double, but the Morocco
star has yet to cast his magic over the Africa Cup
of Nations ahead of Friday’s last-16 tie with
Benin. His main contribution to a flawless group
campaign in Egypt was a vicious free-kick that
prompted Namibia defender Itamunua Keimuine
to divert into his own net and earned Morocco
a 1-0 victory in their opening match.

While Herve Renard’s side triumphed in all
three group games, it was primarily the result of
an airtight defense and not a sputtering attack,
with Youssef En-Nesyri’s fine goal against Ivory
Coast a rare highlight for the Atlas Lions going
forward. Billed as one to watch, Ziyech, 26, found
the going tough against compact Namibian and
South African backlines, while the searing Cairo
heat ensured an anticipated showdown with the
Ivorians failed to ignite. Mohamed Salah and
Sadio Mane, banned for Senegal’s first game,
have scored twice already in Egypt, putting
Ziyech’s reduced output in the spotlight. Against
Benin he will have another chance to show he
can lead Morocco, on the hunt for a first title
since 1976, deep into the tournament.

‘Next level’ at Ajax 
“This year he took it to the next level, so we

are asking him to move it up a notch at interna-
tional level and we will all be with him so he can
take us as far as possible,” said Renard, who is
attempting to win the title with a third different
country. Dijon defender Fouad Chafik, who was
overlooked for Morocco’s Cup of Nations

squad, has been equally impressed by the im-
provement in Ziyech’s game. 

“When he came in 2015 we saw his technical
ability, and in terms of his shot, he was really a
cut above. He’s progressed since then,” Chafik
told AFP. At Ajax, Ziyech was a chief protagonist
in a Champions League adventure that saw the
Dutch giants topple both holders Real Madrid
and Cristiano Ronaldo’s Juventus before an ag-
onizing last-gasp defeat to Tottenham on away
goals in the semi-finals.

Ziyech scored in both legs of the Real upset,
as Ajax trounced the 13-time champions 4-1 in
Madrid, and his influential displays have marked
him out as a prized asset in this summer’s trans-
fer market. “He’s a technical leader, the player we
must take advantage of and who must help the
others,” said Renard. “He’s the one who at any
moment in a match is capable of providing the
spark that makes the difference.” 

Misunderstanding 
The fates of Ziyech and Renard are inextri-

cably linked, with one striving to prove he is the
head of the pack as the other bids for a record-
equalling third title as coach, ahead of a possible
departure. Yet they initially struggled to see eye
to eye. Appointed coach in February 2016,
Frenchman Renard began his tenure at odds
with the former Dutch youth international.

Ziyech was frozen out of the national team
between January and June of 2017, his absence
coinciding with the last Cup of Nations where
Morocco lost narrowly to Egypt in the quarter-
finals. “I didn’t communicate enough with him.

We left (with the Moroccan FA president) for
Amsterdam and there after three minutes, when
we started the conversation, everything was re-
solved,” Renard recounted to RMC Sport in
April. “He wanted to come back because he’s
very attached to his national team. I needed him
and I recognized my mistakes. I’m 99 percent
responsible for this mistake.” Ziyech has re-

warded Renard’s renewed confidence with nine
goals in 19 matches, including a brace against
Zambia in the final warm-up match, but after a
quiet 2018 World Cup questions still linger as to
whether he can come good when it counts most.
“He’s like the rest of the team, he has to get
stronger,” Renard said after the Namibia game.
Will he finally deliver against Benin? — AFP 

Morocco waiting for its dormant 
lion Hakim Ziyech to start roaring 

BUENOS AIRES: The Argentine Football
Association (AFA) on Wednesday lodged
a complaint with South American football’s
governing body CONMEBOL over the
“serious and gross refereeing errors” in
their Copa America semi-final loss to arch
rivals and tournament hosts Brazil. Lionel
Messi’s side were beaten 2-0 as their wait
for a first major title since 1993 was ex-
tended on Tuesday.

AFA president Claudio Tapia also criti-
cized Brazil President Jair Bolsonaro, who at-
tended the game in Belo Horizonte and who
performed “a clear political demonstration”
that included “an Olympic lap of honor
around the stadium at half-time.” Tapia sent
a six-page letter to CONMEBOL in support
of the Argentinian team and after Messi him-
self had expressed his anger against South
American football’s governing body and the
refereeing of Ecuadorian Roddy Zambrano.

Tapia said that Zambrano “unjustifiably
omitted the use of VAR in at least two spe-
cific moves that clearly influenced the final
result of the match.” And he questioned
whether “the principles of ethics, loyalty
and transparency” had been observed dur-
ing the match. Messi had also fumed over

his perceived sense of injustice claiming to
have “grown tired of talking about the bull-
shit in this Copa,” adding that “Brazil were
the hosts and they’re managing a lot in
CONMEBOL these days, which makes it
complicated” for everyone else. 

Tapia added that AFA had previously
questioned the appointment of the refereeing
team because of “Zambrano’s negative his-
tory” that “amplified the doubt” surrounding
the match’s fairness. AFA also criticized the
Brazilian football federation for “breaching
organizational rules” which caused “unjusti-
fied delays in the transport of equipment to
stadiums”, except for the hosts.

Tapia seemed particularly angered by
Bolsonaro’s presence. The Brazilian leader
went to pitchside at half-time and waved
enthusiastically to fans, and at one point
climbed onto advertising hoardings and
waved the national flag. Far-right Bol-
sonaro was voted in as president last Oc-
tober after a polarized and bitter campaign
in which his chief rival and former leftist
president Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva was
barred from standing due to a corruption
conviction that saw him sitting in jail when
the vote took place. — AFP

CAIRO: In this file photo taken on June 28, 2019 Morocco’s forward Hakim Ziyech runs with
the ball during the 2019 Africa Cup of Nations (CAN) Group D football match between Mo-
rocco and Ivory Coast at the Al Salam Stadium. — AFP 

CAIRO: Star forward Sadio Mane goes head-to-head
with star goalkeeper Denis Onyango when Senegal
meet Uganda today in an Africa Cup of Nations last-
16 match in Cairo. Senegalese Mane and Ugandan
Onyango were included in the 2018 African team of
the year chosen by a Confederation of African Foot-
ball (CAF) panel.

They are also Champions League winners —
Mane with Liverpool in Europe last season and
Onyango with South African club Mamelodi Sun-
downs in Africa three years ago. Mane has scored
twice and missed a penalty for Senegal in two group
matches after being suspended for the opening match.
“I am even ready to trade my Champions League suc-
cess to win the Africa Cup of Nations,” he told France
Football magazine in a pre-tournament interview. Vet-
eran Onyango has conceded three goals in three
matches with another Liverpool star, Egyptian Mo-
hamed Salah, among those who have scored against
him. Here, AFP Sport looks at the two last-16 matches
this Friday with Senegal and Morocco expected to
beat Uganda and Benin respectively.

Senegal v Uganda 
Senegal may top the African rankings, 58 places

above Uganda, but coach Aliou Cisse has warned his
star-stacked side against over-confidence. “No one
should take Uganda for granted and eliminating them
will not be easy,” warned Cisse, one of the stars of the

Teranga Lions team that reached the 2002 World Cup
quarter-finals.

Mane echoed his coach, saying: “We saw the kind
of football they played against Egypt. They are a good
side and we will need to be at our best to beat them.”
Uganda had Egypt on the rack for more than half an
hour before Salah scored and were equally impressive
in the second half without being able to convert
chances into goals. “We have reached the second
round, which was the minimum target set for us by the
national federation, and anything can happen in
knockout matches,” said coach Sebastien Desabre.   

Benin v Morocco 
Morocco have been clinical, determined and effi-

cient so far in Egypt, mirroring the beliefs of Herve
Renard, the only coach to win the Cup of Nations
with two countries. France-born Renard guided out-
siders Zambia to the title in 2012 and repeated the feat
with previous underachievers the Ivory Coast three
years later. “I did windows and carpets,” said Renard,
referring to his job as a cleaner in Paris before turning
to football. He took Morocco to the 2017 quarter-fi-
nals in his first Cup of Nations with the Atlas Lions,
and they, Algeria and Egypt won all three group
matches this time. Benin also have a French coach,
Michel Dussuyer, who was hugged by his players and
technical staff after taking the Squirrels beyond the
first round for the first time. — AFP
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