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Ronaldo scores 99th Portugal goal 
as holders seal Euro 2020 spot

PARIS: Cristiano Ronaldo scored his 99th international
goal as reigning champions Portugal secured their
place at the Euro 2020 finals on Sunday with a 2-0 vic-
tory away to Luxembourg, while France ended their
qualifying campaign with victory.

Bruno Fernandes struck the opening goal on 39 min-
utes before Ronaldo tapped in a scrappy second late on
to clinch second place in Group B behind winners
Ukraine, who drew 2-2 in Serbia.

Iranian striker Ali Daei holds the world record with
109 international goals scored in 149 appearances
between 1993 and 2006.

“All records must be broken and I will beat that
record,” said Ronaldo. Portugal became the 17th nation
to qualify for next year’s multi-host tournament, which
kicks off in Rome on June 12, joining the likes of world
champions France, Spain, Italy and England.

“We can’t give the match high marks for style,” said
Portugal coach Fernando Santos, who admitted the
heavy pitch made life challenging for his team. “I’m very
happy for my players because the qualifying campaign
has been more difficult than we expected.

“We’re through to the finals of a major tournament
for an 11th straight time. You’ve got to believe in these
players.” Portugal knew they would book their place at
Euro 2020 with a win or by matching Serbia’s result
from their game in Belgrade.

But they were made to work hard by a Luxembourg
team ranked 96th in the world that notably held France
to a 0-0 draw in 2018 World Cup qualifying. Sporting
Lisbon midfielder Fernandes broke the deadlock before
half-time, controlling Bernardo Silva’s pinpoint pass
expertly before lashing in from 20 yards.

Ronaldo, who smacked in a hat-trick in Thursday’s

6-0 thrashing of Lithuania, moved to the brink of his
international century four minutes from time. Silva’s far-
post cross was forced towards goal by Diogo Jota, with
Luxembourg goalkeeper Anthony Moris getting a hand
to the ball before Ronaldo turned in from the goalline.

FRANCE SIGN OFF WITH WIN 
Later on Sunday, world champions France wrapped

up top spot in Group H as goals from Corentin Tolisso
and Antoine Griezmann sealed a 2-0 win over Albania
in Tirana. “I’m very dependent on the players,” French
World Cup-winning coach Didier Deschamps said after
his 100th game in charge.

“It’s a personal pride. But it’s good to see what the
players do together. At times, it can be a bit more diffi-
cult with changes to the players, injured players, but the
spirit is there.”

The French national anthem was roundly booed
before kick-off as retribution for the error that saw the
Andorran anthem played instead of the Albanian one
when the teams met in September at the Stade de
France. The visitors made a quick start on the pitch,
though, as Bayern Munich midfielder Tolisso headed
Griezmann’s free-kick into the bottom corner.

The Barcelona star slotted in the second himself on
the half-hour mark, before the dead rubber petered out
in the second period, with Olivier Giroud going closest
to a third by striking the post.

The other games in the group saw Turkey, who had
also already sealed qualification, beat Andorra 2-0,
while Iceland edged to a 2-1 victory at Moldova.
England rounded off an impressive campaign with a 4-
0 thrashing of Kosovo.

Goals from Harry Winks, Harry Kane, Marcus

Rashford and Mason Mount ensured England finished
at the Group A summit, having scored 37 goals in just
eight matches.

“We know there is still a bit of work to do but I can’t

fault the players in this campaign, they’ve been ruthless.
We’re more settled with the group now,” said England
manager Gareth Southgate. The Czech Republic are
also through, but lost 1-0 in Bulgaria on Sunday. —AFP

LUXEMBOURG: Luxembourg’s defender Dirk Carlson (L) vies with Portugal’s forward Cristiano Ronaldo (C) during
UEFA Euro 2020 qualification football match between Luxembourg and Portugal at the Josy Bartel Stadium in
Luxembourg. —AFP

World champions France wrapped up top spot in Group H

ZAGREB: World Cup runners-up Croatia rounded
off a rebuilding mission by booking their place at
Euro 2020 with a 3-1 win over Slovakia but they
are unlikely to sneak under the radar again at next
year’s finals.  

Croatia secured top spot in Group E, a section
also including Hungary, Wales and Azerbaijan, with
five wins and two draws from their eight qualifiers.
Coach Zlatko Dalic, who masterminded the run to
last year’s World Cup final, has gradually recon-
structed a squad that lost Mario Mandzukic,
Danijel Subasic and Vedran Corluka to retirement
in the wake of the 4-2 loss to France in Russia.  

The “Vatreni” — Croatian for “Fiery Ones” —
needed only a point in Rijeka on Saturday to
ensure a spot at the 24-team event, which kicks off
in Rome on June 12. After a shocking start for
home fans when Robert Bozenik scored in the 32th
minute, Croatia’s qualification was never in doubt
once Nikola Vlasic drilled home the leveller in the
second half.

Bruno Petkovic headed the hosts in front and
Ivan Perisic sealed the three points with a thump-
ing finish with 16 minutes left. “I’m relieved ...
proud and happy,” Dalic said after the match.
“These boys deserved the European
Championship. This is the crowning moment for all
that we have done in this year and a half since the
World Cup.”

But the path through qualifying, preceded by a
poor showing in the Nations League, where
Croatia finished last in their group behind Spain
and England, was far from plain sailing.

Thumped 6-0 by Spain in their first competitive
outing since the World Cup, Dalic spoke of the
need for “fresh blood” to rejuvenate his side.
Incorporating the likes of Petkovic, Josip Brekalo
and Vlasic, Croatia began their qualifying bid with
a difficult 2-1 victory against Azerbaijan at home
in March.

They slumped to a defeat by the same scoreline
away to Hungary days later, but victory over
Wales in June and a 4-0 win away to Slovakia
rebuilt fragile confidence. A disappointing 1-1
draw in Azerbaijan was a setback but Croatia
recovered to dismiss Hungary 3-0, before a point
in Cardiff left them on the brink of qualification.

For the former Yugoslav republic, independent
since 1991, it is the sixth time it will play at the
European Championship. “We are getting young
players who today played like veterans. Vlasic and
(Dino) Peric played superbly,” Dalic said Saturday.

Croatian papers Sunday echoed his view, prais-
ing the squad and Dalic who became just the sec-
ond coach to take the country to two successive
major tournaments.

The legendary Miroslav Ciro Blazevic was the
first, leading Croatia to the Euro ‘96 quarter-finals
and a third-place finish at the 1998 World Cup in
France.

The nation of 4.2 million people reached the
World Cup final last year for the first time, inspired
by captain Luka Modric, but eventually fell to a
heavily fancied France.

“In a bit more than a year Croatia formed an
excellent ‘make up’ and that is why we are looking
forward to the European tournament,” the
Sportske Novosti daily commented Sunday.
“Croatia will not be a ‘dark horse’ in summer 2020
but will be rather attacking from the front rows,
which is both an advantage and a burden.” —AFP

Croatia cap
resurgence with
Euro 2020 spotLONDON: Manchester United’s failure to qualify for

the Champions League is beginning to erode the club’s
finances, but increased commercial income helped the
English giants post revenues of £135.4 million ($174
million) for the first quarter of the 2019-2020 season
yesterday.

That represents a £400,000 increase on the same

period for the previous year thanks to more sponsor-
ship income and two extra home games compared to
the same stage of last season.

Broadcasting revenue fell by nearly £10 million due
to a lack of Champions League football, which will
make an even bigger impact in figures for the second
quarter of the year when five of the six group games
are played.

United are expecting the 2020 annual revenue to fall
to between £560-580 million, compared to £627 mil-
lion for the year ending June 30, 2019 due to the lack of
Champions League revenue. However, the failure to
qualify for the competition is also reflected in a 6.8 mil-
lion drop in the club’s wage bill for the first quarter of
the season.

Net debt rose £137 million to £384.5 million due to

spending on players such as Harry Maguire, Aaron
Wan-Bissaka and Daniel James in the summer transfer
market. “The significant investments that we have made
in recent years in areas such as transfers, recruitment
infrastructure, analytics and our academy are already
beginning to bear fruit,” said United’s executive vice-
chairman Ed Woodward.

“Our ultimate goal is to win trophies by playing
exciting football with a team that fuses graduates from
our academy with world-class acquisitions.” United
have won five of their last six games in all competitions,
but are in serious danger of missing out on the
Champions League again next season.

Ole Gunnar Solskjaer’s men are seventh in the
Premier League, nine points adrift of the top four after
12 games. — AFP

Lack of Champions 
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LONDON: The numbers behind England’s successful
Euro 2020 qualification highlight just how emphatically
Gareth Southgate’s side have secured their place in
next year’s finals. Seven wins from eight games, 37
goals scored at a remarkable average of 4.6 per game,
six conceded leaving a goal difference of 31 — qualifi-
cation has never been in doubt.

But as Southgate himself acknowledged, the group
was far from testing and it would be unwise to read too
much into the thrashings that his team has handed out
to modest opposition.

With the expanded size of tournaments making
qualification much easier, the process for the traditional
power-houses in the game is now as much about devel-
oping a squad and a style of play, than it is about sim-
ply picking up the necessary points.

Southgate is perfectly at ease with that process - his
strengths so far have been in squad development,
bringing in young players and building a tight team
ethos. But now he faces something new — genuine
expectation of success from the public and media for a
tournament which while played in 12 nations, will effec-
tively be a home competition for England.

The semi-finals and final will be held at Wembley
and after reaching the last four in last year’s World Cup
in Russia, it would be a major letdown if Southgate’s
side did not improve on that finish.

Southgate believes his side have progressed since
the semi-final loss to Croatia in Moscow but hopes that,
as with two years ago, his squad can come together
even more in the final months of preparation.

“We’re definitely further ahead than we were head-
ing into Russia, but we made massive strides in this
period when we went into Russia,” he said after
Sunday’s 4-0 win over Kosovo in Pristina.

“We’ve got to make sure that, to get the level of per-
formance next summer, we’re going to have to improve
in the way that we did over that spell as well,” he
added. Southgate will have no concerns about his
attacking options — skipper Harry Kane has 12 goals in
qualification, Raheem Sterling and Marcus Rashford
have established themselves on the flanks with Jadon
Sancho and Callum Hudson-Odoi backing them up.
Chelsea striker Tammy Abraham is the likely cover for
Kane in the central striker role.

The midfield is less settled but Harry Winks has end-
ed qualification in excellent form and looks a good bet
to be the link-man. The defensive holding role remains
up for grabs with Liverpool’s Jordan Henderson the
most established player for that position with Declan
Rice yet to totally convince and Eric Dier in need of an
upturn in form to regain his slot.

The defence has not yet been truly tested, however,
with the attacking nature of Southgate’s full backs leav-
ing them potentially vulnerable to counter-attacks.

Southgate acknowledged that much remains
unknown about his team, such as how will they cope
when put under intense pressure by opponents in a
game with everything on the line. “What we don’t know,
because we haven’t had those tests more recently
against the top eight or 10, is exactly how we’re going
to cope in those moments,” Southgate said. “To win the
European Championship is, at the moment, no easier
than the World Cup. The final four (at the 2018 World
Cup) were all European, and you’ve got to add Spain,
Germany, Portugal and all the others into that, so it’s a
really high-level tournament.”  — Reuters

England impress but 
Southgate knows
finals a different game

Gareth Southgate

TIRANA: UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin on Sunday
made light of his predecessor Michel Platini’s return to foot-
ball next week, saying the Frenchman could take any role
except that of a player. Four years after Platini’s ban from all
football-related activities for financial wrongdoing, the former
UEFA boss is free to work in the sport again today.

Ceferin was asked about Platini at Tirana Sunday where
he was watching France play Albania in their Euro 2020 qual-
ifier. “Michel Platini’s ban is over. So he can be part in any role
in football except as a football player, I think he is a bit old,”
Ceferin said of the 64-year-old.

Platini is on record this week as tantalisingly saying there
would be no rush as elections for top roles at FIFA and UEFA
are “some years ahead”. Platini told Swiss television channel
RTS in September that he “will be back”.

The former France captain was banned in 2015 for receiv-
ing a two-million Swiss francs (1.8 million euros, $2 million)
payment from ex-FIFA chief Sepp Blatter, who was himself
suspended for six years. “I will be back. I don’t know where, I
don’t know how. I can’t stay on the suspension, even if it’s a
suspension made by idiots,” Platini said. “I was a victim of a
form of a plot, yes, totally, between those at FIFA and those at
the Swiss public ministry. There was an agreement between
FIFA and them to sack me. I’m not going to say it was a plot
by the Swiss state.”  — AFP

UEFA president says, 
Platini could perform 
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ATHENS: Greece made sporting history at the week-
end by qualifying for the Rugby League World Cup for
the first time despite being banned from playing on
home soil. The Greeks made a bad start to the final
European play-offs for the 2021 tournament when they
lost to Scotland in London at the start of November.
But they bounced back in style, thrashing Serbia 82-6
in Belgrade on Saturday to join the likes of Australia,
New Zealand and hosts England at the sport’s biggest
competition.

Greek federation president George Stilianos told
AFP he took “great pride” in what Greece had achieved.
“It is an important step for rugby league in Greece,” he
said.  The achievement has been all the greater because
the federation is not even recognised by the Greek
authorities and is not allowed to play on home soil.
Officially, rugby league comes under the ambit of the
federation of modern pentathlon but a split led to a rival
Greek Rugby League Association (GRLA) being set up
in 2016.  It has since been recognised by the European
Rugby League Federation, allowing it to contest interna-

tional matches. The new national team, though, formed
outside the auspices of the modern pentathlon federa-
tion is not allowed to play in Greece — for the play-off
match against Scotland, London was “home” for the
Greeks. “We hope that our qualification for the World
Cup will help to change things,” says Stilianos.

Largely, the players are Australian or English with
Greek origins, who have travelled thousands of miles
and spent thousands of dollars in chasing the World Cup
dream. Just three home-grown players took the field for
Greece in Belgrade. 

The GRLA championship within Greece consists of
seven teams but matches are considered illegal and are
played under the constant threat of fines.

In spring 2018, a tournament in Athens was broken
up by the police. Matches are often played after mid-
night to avoid interference.  “There have often been
times when we felt like giving up because we felt like we
were banging our heads against a brick wall,” coach
Steve Georgallis told nrl.com.

“But we stuck solid and the domestic players played
games in the middle of the night to make sure the com-
petition kept going. “Hopefully us qualifying for the
World Cup helps the domestic teams gain that recogni-
tion that we are the Greek Rugby League.”

Billy Magoulias, who plays for Cronulla in Sydney, is
the only member of the current side with high-level
experience in Australia’s National Rugby League.

He follows in a rich tradition of Greek diaspora play-
ers which includes legendary former Kangaroos captain
George Peponis. —AFP
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