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LOS ANGELES: Philippe Coutinho helped
Brazil prepare for a Copa America without
Neymar after 10-man Honduras were compre-
hensively thrashed 7-0 in Porto Alegre on
Sunday. The Paris St.Germain superstar will miss
the tournament on home soil which starts on
Friday after injuring his ankle against Qatar last
Wednesday.

But with Barcelona’s Coutinho providing an
assist and a penalty strike and the likes of
Richarlison and Gabriel Jesus also impressing by
getting on the scoresheet against the outclassed
Hondurans, who had Romell Quioto red carded
in the first half.

Jesus and Richarlison, who both scored
against the Qatari’s in Brasilia, were particularly
lively once again along with the excellent
Coutinho to prove the Selecao still have plenty
of options in attack despite Neymar sitting on
the sidelines.

Brazil made three changes from the side
which beat Qatar - Ajax star David Neres was
brought in to replace Neymar while Liverpool’s
Champions League winning keeper Alisson
Becker and PSG’s Thiago Silva also started.

The five time world champions are unbeaten
in nine games since reaching the World Cup
quarter-finals in Russia last summer. Honduras,
meanwhile, head for the Gold Cup reborn under
new manager Fabian Coito - since his arrival in
February, the Central American side have man-
aged draws against Ecuador and Paraguay.

They fell behind, however, on six minutes and
were left chasing shadows for the remainder of a
chastening 90 minutes. Brilliant work from Alves
caused panic in the visitor’s defence and
Manchester City forward Jesus was on hand to
head home.

And just seven minutes later Coutinho curled
in a dangerous corner which was expertly head-
ed in by Silva. Now the challenge for Brazil was
to keep their foot on the accelerator rather than
easing off as they did against Qatar.

Injury woes, however, continued to frustrate
when Arthur, the Barcelona midfielder, was
forced off on 31 minutes following a poor, two
footed challenge which saw Honduras midfielder
Quioto receive a straight red.

Arthur was replaced by Napoli’s Allan to win
his fourth cap but with the Hondurans down to
10 men, the game was effectively over as a con-
test. Richarlison, who impressed in the first-half,
was brought down in the area on 36 minutes
allowing Coutinho to make it three from the
penalty spot with his 14th international goal
before twice being denied by the post in the
space of a few minutes.

Everton’s Richarlison remained a menace in
the second-half and headed across for Jesus to
make it 4-0 just after the re-start. Neres scored
a wonderful individual goal on 56 minutes to
open his own account for the national team
before a cool finish from substitute Roberto
Firmino made it six of the best for the Samba
stars. Richarlison scored the goal his perform-
ance deserved with 20 minutes remaining.
Brazil’s Copa America campaign starts on June
14 against Bolivia. —AFP

Brazil routs
Honduras 7-0 in
Copa tuneup

Portugal defeat Netherlands 
to win first Nations League

PORTO: Portugal added the inaugural Nations League
title to their Euro 2016 triumph as Goncalo Guedes’s strike
on the hour won an underwhelming final 1-0 against the
Netherlands in Porto on Sunday.

The Dutch defensive pairing of Virgil van Dijk and
Matthijs de Ligt largely kept Cristiano Ronaldo quiet, but
Valencia winger Guedes proved the match winner as his
shot had too much power for Jasper Cillessen in the
Netherlands goal.

“Thank god things have gone well for the national team
in recent years. Portugal has won important things like
Euro 2016 and now the League of Nations,” said Ronaldo.

“It may seem like an easy job but it’s hard, it takes a lot
of dedication and willingness. I think the players deserve
to be congratulated.” Portugal had the advantage of an
extra day’s rest and not being forced to extra time against
Switzerland in their semi-final as the Dutch were in seeing
off England on Thursday.

And the hosts looked the fresher throughout with
Ronald Koeman’s men jaded at the end of a long season.
“If we were tired I don’t know, but we were not good
enough,” admitted Koeman.

“They defended well and were very compact in their
game, but you have to be better with the ball and we were
not.” The match had been billed as a showdown between
Ronaldo and Van Dijk but with the Dutch captain again
rock solid at the back, Portugal’s main threat came from
midfield with Bernardo Silva rightfully winning player of
the tournament.

“I’m very happy, very proud. It’s my first title with my
country,” said Silva, who also won an English domestic
treble with Manchester City this season. “Thank you to the
Portuguese people, what a night for us, what a night for
the country!”

Silva provided the one true moment of quality to decide
the game. He broke through the Dutch defence and then
picked out Guedes, who bravely ignored playing in
Ronaldo to drill a low shot past Cillessen himself.

“If you want to win you have to play well, and if
Portugal won we had to play well, whether it was hand-
some or not,” said Portugal coach Fernando Santos. The
Netherlands have made huge strides in just over a year
since Koeman took charge after missing out on even quali-
fying for the last two tournaments.

After overcoming world champions France and
Germany in the group stages, Koeman’s men also out-
classed England in the semi-finals.

However, unlike in midweek when Frenkie de Jong dom-
inated the midfield against the English, Holland’s latest
Barcelona-bound star was unable to seize control of the
game and their lack of a top-class striker left the Dutch
toothless up front.

“We’ve made a lot of progress. We have to be very
proud of ourselves; now disappointment is in our heads
but we have to keep the heads up,” said Van Dijk.

“It’s been a good season but hopefully next season is
going to be even better. That’s the only thing I’m striving
for.” Cristiano Ronaldo insisted he has no immediate plans
to retire from international football after helping Portugal
lift the inaugural Nations League on Sunday. Ronaldo, 34,
was a peripheral figure as Goncalo Guedes’s goal won an
underwhelming final against the Netherlands 1-0 in Porto.

But after sitting out the group stage of the Nations
League on a hiatus from international football, Ronaldo
played a huge part in getting his country to the final by
scoring a hat-trick in Wednesday’s semi-final against
Switzerland.

And with a host of exciting young talent, led by
Manchester City’s Bernardo Silva, who picked up player of
the tournament, Ronaldo is keen to hang around for the
chance at more international glory as Portugal look to
defend their European Championship title next year.

“Portugal has won important things like Euro 2016 and
now the Nations League. It may seem like an easy job but
it’s hard, it takes a lot of dedication and willingness,”
Ronaldo told Portuguese TV station RTP.

“As long as I have the strength and motivation, I will
continue to represent the colours of Portugal.

“When I am with the national team I feel like at home.”

Victory was especially sweet for Ronaldo as the only
surviving member of the Portuguese side beaten on home
soil by Greece in the final of Euro 2004. — AFP

PORTO: Portugal’s forward Cristiano Ronaldo raises the trophy as he celebrates with teammates winning
the UEFA Nations League final football match between Portugal and The Netherlands at the Dragao
Stadium in Porto.— AFP

Ronaldo still hungry for more glory with Portugal

BORDEAUX: New Zealand goalkeeper Erin Nayler is
hopeful that the Ferns can do enough at the World Cup
in France to help the women’s game grow in a country
where rugby dominates and football often struggles for
media attention.

“It’s a difficult one because rugby is so popular in
New Zealand and everyone follows that, but for the
youth, women’s football is the biggest sport,” Nayler
tells AFP. “I think over the next few years it will grow
and I think with this World Cup, hopefully it will get
some more exposure and continue to grow and maybe
be one of the biggest sports in New Zealand.”

Nayler was speaking in Bordeaux, at the French club
she joined in 2017 after previously being on the books
at Lyon, Europe’s dominant side. This, then, is a home
World Cup for the 27 year-old, who did not take to the
field for the Ferns in 2011 in Germany but played every

minute for her country in Canada four years ago.
Established as her country’s number one, she believes

the standard of the French league has helped her
progress as a player. Bordeaux finished fourth in the
just-completed season, albeit a long way behind cham-
pions Lyon and Paris Saint-Germain in second.

“The league is very competitive, every team is
strong,” she says. “I think as a goalkeeper playing
against some of the best players in the world at Lyon
and PSG is very important for my development and for
my preparation for the World Cup.”

What of this World Cup? New Zealand are in a
tough Group E along with European champions the
Netherlands, Canada and Cameroon. They kick off their
campaign against the Dutch in the northern port city of
Le Havre today, and Nayler hopes the Ferns can make a
bigger impression than four years ago, when they fin-
ished bottom of their group winning a game.

On that occasion they started off with a 1-0 defeat
against the Dutch, but this time Nayler says the team
are aiming for the knockout stage.

“We played the Netherlands at the last World Cup
as well, so we know them quite well, they are a very

strong team, they have a lot of strong players. “At the
last World Cup we narrowly lost to them by one goal,
but I think if we play well we can get a result against
them. We just have to show up and perform well on the
day.” The team have never made it beyond the group
stage at a World Cup, but a 1-0 friendly win away to
one of the pre-tournament favourites, England, just
before they set off for France hinted at their capabilities.

The Scot, Tom Sermanni-formerly coach of Orlando
Pride-took over as coach late last year and led the team
to victory at the OFC Nations Cup. “We have had a dif-
ficult build-up, we have changed coach three times in
the last two years, so it’s been a little bit of a rough
ride,” Nayler admitted.

“Getting out of the group would be the goal.”
Nayler, a former molecular biology student, is also con-
fident that the month-long tournament can be a turning
point for the women’s game as a whole. “I think it will be
really interesting, I think women’s football has grown a
lot over the last four years since the last World Cup and
I think, being in Europe as well, there will be a lot of
support and I think a lot of the French will be behind it,”
she says. —AFP

NZ’s keeper Nayler 
has World Cup goal

BARCELONA: After starring in the Netherlands side
that won Euro 2017, Lieke Martens has her sights set
on this year’s World Cup as she dreams of winning a
prize that always eluded her illustrious compatriot,
Johan Cruyff.

The discreet 26-year-old might not say so herself,
but she is one of the stars of the women’s game. Quick
and powerful, the forward was thrust into the public
eye with her performances two years ago, as the
Netherlands won the European Championship on
home soil.

She wowed observers by pulling off a ‘Cruyff turn’,
the skill made so famous by the great man himself in
the 1970s, and scored in the 4-2 win over Denmark in
the final. Named player of the tournament, she then
joined Barcelona from Rosengard. On the back of
that, Martens-who has already won over 100 caps for
her country-was named UEFA’s female player of the
year for 2017, going on stage to collect her award
alongside Cristiano Ronaldo.

She also won the FIFA Best Player prize for that
same, memorable year. As she later admitted: “My life
changed radically after the Euro.” There are certain
similarities with the late Cruyff in the way she plays,
and there is also the Barcelona connection-Cruyff
played for Barca before revolutionising the club in his
time as coach at the Camp Nou.

“I have a lot of respect for Cruyff,” she said in a
recent interview with AFP. “What he has done, he
changed a lot. He changed things at Barca and he also
changed a lot of things in Holland, it’s amazing what
he has done for football,” added Martens, who is also
studying a Masters in football business at the Johan
Cruyff Institute.

Martens needed time to adapt after arriving in
Catalonia, where she has also had some fitness prob-
lems, but she quickly settled into the Barcelona way
of playing, a style that is Cruyff’s legacy.

“How we play for the national team, 4-3-3, is like
how we want to play at Barca,” she said. “I think the
girls (at Barcelona) are more technical than we are in
the national team. We are more patient at Barca but in
the national team we want to play sometimes more
vertical.”

In the club season just finished, the Catalans finally
saw their ambitious recruitment policy pay dividends
as they reached the Champions League final, although
they were beaten 4-1 by Lyon.—AFP

NICE: England coach Phil Neville did not hold back in his
praise for Nikita Parris after the forward was named player
of the match in her side’s 2-1 win over Scotland at the
Women’s World Cup on Sunday.

The 25-year-old scored England’s opening goal from
the penalty spot and tormented the Scottish defence from
the right flank as the Lionesses got their campaign off to
an ideal start in Nice.

“Nikita is the example of the work that England have
done, that Manchester City have done, and what Nikita
herself has applied over the last 16 months,” said Neville,
who became coach in early 2018.

Parris looks ready to make a big impact at the competi-
tion after her prolific form in the Women’s Super League
(WSL) for City secured a move to Champions League
winners Lyon.

“We have seen a player develop from being a really,
really good WSL player, to signing for the best team in the
world in Lyon, scoring goals in the WSL, making an impact
in the big games on the big occasions,” said Neville.

“She is someone that has still got another five or 10
percent left in her,” he added as he called the forward from
Liverpool “a special player”. One highlight of Parris’s dis-
play came when she nutmegged Scotland defender Nicola

Docherty in her own half.
It was a difficult day for Docherty, whose handball gave

Parris the chance to open the scoring before Ellen White
made it 2-0. Claire Emslie got a goal back, but England
held on despite the rocky finish.

“To finish the last 20 minutes like we did, I think it was
actually the best thing for us, to keep us on our toes. It
means that we have still got lots to do,” insisted Neville,
whose team play Argentina next in Le Havre.

The former Manchester United and Everton player is
hoping there will be a bigger England support there after a
rather underwhelming turnout on Sunday, with little over
13,000 fans in a stadium which holds more than twice that.

Nevertheless, he called his first World Cup match in
charge “an unbelievable occasion”. “I think everybody
concerned, Scotland and England, has got to be really
proud that we are taking part in something really special.”

Neville’s major concern now is getting Millie Bright fit
to face Argentina on Friday after the defender came off
with a shoulder injury. He hopes to have Demi Stokes and
Barcelona forward Toni Duggan back too.

Meanwhile, Scotland coach Shelley Kerr took comfort
from the way her team fought back in the second half in
their first ever World Cup finals game. She will now hope
to take something from their next match against Japan in
Rennes. Another defeat there will make qualifying for the
last 16 an uphill struggle. “I think the big thing for us now
is that we need to recover because that was a tough, tough
game, and we are going to face a tough Japanese team as
well,” she said.

“It is going to be a different type of game against
Japan, but I was really pleased with our second-half per-
formance. There were lots of positives.” — AFP

Goal-scorer Parris 
puts spring in 
England’s step

NICE: England’s forward Nikita Parris (R) celebrates after scoring a goal during the France 2019 Women’s
World Cup Group D football match between England and Scotland, at the Nice Stadium in Nice, southeast-
ern France.  — AFP

Lieke Martens
hoping to fulfil Cruyff’s 
World Cup dream


