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JOHANNESBURG: The failure of Liverpool
star Sadio Mane to score did not prevent
Senegal cruising to a 2-0 win over Congo
Brazzaville on Wednesday as 2021 Africa Cup
of Nations qualifying began. France-based
duo Sidy Sarr and Habibou Diallo netted
within three minutes during the first half in
Thies near Dakar to ensure the Teranga Lions
collected maximum points.

Senegal finished runners-up to Algeria in
the 2019 Cup of Nations, the second time
they collected silver medals in a biennial
competition they have never won. Mane and
Napoli centre-back Kalidou Koulibaly are the
stand-out players in a team expected to win
Group I, where Guinea-Bissau overcame
eSwatini (formerly Swaziland) 3-0 in the
other fixture. Nigeria, third at the recent Cup
of Nations, fought back to defeat Benin 2-1 in
southeastern city Uyo with Samuel Kalu
scoring the second half match-winner. Vet-
eran Stephane Sessegnon gave Benin an early
lead they retained until the stroke of half-time
when Victor Osimhen levelled by converting
a penalty.

Benin eliminated highly-fancied Morocco at
the last-16 stage of the Cup of Nations in
Egypt last July and took Senegal to the wire
before making a quarter-finals exit. In the other
Group L match, Jane Thabantso netted in the
final minute to earn Lesotho a 1-1 draw away
to Sierra Leone, who had taken a 72nd-minute
lead through Kwame Quee in Freetown.

CAMEROON DISAPPOINT 
Cameroon, automatic 2021 tournament

participants as hosts, are taking part to get

competitive match practice and began disap-
pointingly when held 0-0 at home by Cape
Verde in Group F. The Indomitable Lions
went to Egypt this year as defending cham-
pions, but managed only one win in four
matches and were eliminated by Nigeria in
the round of 16.

That unexpectedly early exit cost coach
and former Dutch star Clarence Seedorf his
job with Portuguese Toni Conceicao taking
his place, assisted by Francois Omam-Biyik.
Porto forward Vincent Aboubakar was re-
called to bolster the attack, but Cape Verde
held firm in Yaounde for a precious point.
With Cameroon guaranteed one of the two
qualifying places, Cape Verde will battle with
Mozambique and Rwanda for the other slot.
The shock among the first 11 qualifiers of 144
was the Gambia coming from behind to win a
Group D match 3-1 in Angola.

After Wilson Eduardo put the Angolans
ahead in the third minute in Luanda, Switzer-
land-based Assan Ceesay netted twice within
60 seconds midway through the opening half
to turn the tide.  Another Europe-based pro-
fessional, Sulayman Marreh, got a third goal
one minute from time as the Gambia avenged
home and away 2022 World Cup qualifying
losses to Angola two months ago.  The widest
winning margin was achieved by Sudan, who
walloped Group C outsiders Sao Tome e
Principe 4-0 in Khartoum, where the losers
were reduced to 10 men by a 22nd-minute
red card. Defending champions Algeria
debut Thursday at home to Zambia and will
be defending a 16-match unbeaten record
since losing a 2019 Cup of Nations qualifier
in Benin. — AFP

Congo keep Mane in check, 
but Senegal cruise to victory

THIES: Anzouana Yhoan (#13) from Congo controls the ball at the Lat-Dior stadium in Thies, Senegal,
during a qualifying game against Senegal ahead of the 2021 Africa Cup of Nations (CAF). — AFP

BRUSSELS: Belgium’s Thibaut Courtois says
he is among the world’s leading goalkeepers
despite facing criticism over his form for Real
Madrid in recent months.

“I’ve shown that I belong among the best in
the world. There are perhaps 10 great goal-
keepers and little to choose between them,” he
was quoted as saying by Belgian media ahead
of Saturday’s Euro 2020 qualifier in Russia.

“With my talent and my form, I am certain
that I belong among the best. That is precisely
why I have been criticised.” He denied that he
had started the season in poor form and was
only now beginning to show an improvement.

“I have only conceded seven goals in La
Liga so there is nothing wrong with my
form,” he said. Courtois faced criticism fol-
lowing Real’s 3-0 defeat at Paris St Germain
in the Champions League in September and
then was substituted at halftime at home to
Club Brugge after conceding two early goals
last month.

“They were two bizarre goals and then I
had to go off because I was sick,” he said,
adding that the storm of criticism that fol-
lowed was unfair. “But I don’t read the papers.

As a professional you only pay attention to
what the coach, your team mates and those
who know what it is like to be a goalkeeper
say. To criticise someone for letting in a goal
is very easy, but I’ve remained calm and done
my work at training.

“I’ve never doubted my ability. To lose my
self-confidence would be the biggest mistake
I could make. You go downhill from there.
“The pressure belongs at a clubs like Real and
I don’t have a problem with that. At (former
clubs) Chelsea, at Atletico and now at Real,
you have to achieve.”

Courtois has gone a Belgian record seven
matches without conceding for his national
team, who have already qualified for next
year’s European Championship. They are
looking to maintain their 100 percent record
in Group I in St Petersburg on Saturday.

“I’d rather win 4-3 than play a goalless
draw. Winning is the most important. But with
respect to our opponents, most of the matches
we’ve played recently we’ve been obliged to
keep a clean sheet by keeping our concentra-
tion because we have been comfortably
ahead,” he added.  — Reuters

Rapinoe calls for 
more investment in 
US women’s game
NEW YORK: Two-time World Cup winner
Megan Rapinoe has been at the forefront of the
US national women’s team’s fight for gender pay
equity but the fiery forward has told Reuters she
also hopes for more investment in the domestic
league and better pay for club players.

Earlier this month, the US National Women’s
Soccer League (NWSL) announced new com-
pensation guidelines for 2020, including a nearly
20 percent increase in the overall salary cap as
well as allocation money allowing teams to invest
in some players above the maximum salary.

However, the funds cannot be used to pay
players who are members of the US and Cana-
dian national teams, a move that Rapinoe, a
standout for the NWSL’s Reign FC, criticised.
“We need to sit down and have more substan-
tive conversations about what that looks like,”
the Californian told Reuters when asked about
the allocated fund provisions. “It’s going to be a
necessary step before the NWSL gets going
next year.”

The NWSL could not immediately respond

to a request for comment. With a trial date set
for May for the US women’s national team’s gen-
der discrimination lawsuit against their govern-
ing body, the squad faces the possibility of a
Summer Olympics training schedule clouded by
legal issues.

Rapinoe has emerged as a larger-than-life
figure in the sport after the United States’ World
Cup victory in France this year. In addition to her
outspoken criticism of US President Donald
Trump, she also serves as the face of a Bud-
weiser advertising campaign that debuted in the
run-up to the NWSL championship last month.

While attendances in the league increased to
an average of 7,337 per game in 2019, Rapinoe
said she is frustrated by the progress made.
“More resources need to be put into the front
office of the NWSL,” added Rapinoe, who has
said she would like to compete in the 2023
World Cup before she hangs up her boots.

As for her plans after she retires, the 34-year-
old is focused on creating a pathway toward a
role in the business of the NWSL, and is an ad-
vocate for a rumoured expansion team in Sacra-
mento, or perhaps even Los Angeles.

She would also jump at the chance to be in
charge of a team. “I’d be a great owner. I want to
own one of these teams,” said Rapinoe. “If the
only thing that’s said about us is how inspiring
we are to little girls, then our marketing plan is a
complete and utter failure,” said Rapinoe. “Make
me want to go to the game.”  — Reuters
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