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Ramsey fires Wales to Euro 2020, 
rounds off main qualifying phase

PARIS: Aaron Ramsey sent Wales to Euro 2020 with a
brace to give them a 2-0 win over Hungary and a spot in
next summer’s finals, while Belgium completed their per-
fect qualifying campaign with a mauling of Cyprus.

Juventus midfielder Ramsey hit his decisive double
either side of half-time at the Cardiff City Stadium to
ensure that Ryan Giggs’s side leapfrogged Tuesday’s
opponents into second place in Group E to snatch a spot
at the multi-host tournament. Wales also held off Slovakia,
who beat Azerbaijan 2-0 but finished a point behind in
third thanks to their defeat at group winners Croatia in the
previous round of matches.

Ramsey’s match-winning display came in his first start
of qualifying and capped a superb performance that belied
a characteristically injury-dogged season that term in
Serie A. “I missed a lot of this campaign but it was all
worthwhile to chip in with a couple of goals tonight,”
Ramsey told Sky Sports. “We had the time of our lives in
France (at Euro 2016). We inspired a nation last time out
so we wanted to do it again.”

The 28-year-old, who played 30 minutes as a substitute
in Saturday’s win in Azerbaijan, made an immediate impact
by charging into the box to meet Gareth Bale’s inch-per-
fect cross to settle the home side’s nerves on 15 minutes.

There was no way back for the visitors once Ramsey
controlled Kieffer Moore’s knockdown to smash home
from close range two minutes into the second half.
However Wales also had to thank goalkeeper Wayne
Hennessey for keeping the scores level just before the
break after an incredible double save to deny first Dominik
Szoboszlai and then Roland Sallai as the home fans held
their breath.

The win gave Wales the final automatic place, with 20
teams ready to contest the finals and another four spots
set to be decided via the playoffs in March next year. One
of the favourites for the tournament which kicks off in

Rome on June 12, Belgium, made it a perfect 10 wins from
10 with a 6-1 thrashing of Cyprus that saw Christian
Benteke score twice.

The Crystal Palace forward is yet to score in the
Premier League but opened Belgium’s account in the 16th
minute with a tap-in two minutes after Nicholas Ioannou
stunned the Group I winners with a superb run and shot.
He rounded off the scoring in the 68th minute when he
collected a neat through ball from Kevin De Bruyne —
who also scored twice — and slotted past Neofytos
Michael. Tuesday’s stroll means Roberto Martinez’s side
finish the qualifying phase as top scorers with a whopping
40 goals, with an average of four goals a game.

Russia, who finished two points behind Belgium,
thumped San Marino 5-0 in one of a host of dead rubbers.
Germany and the Netherlands thumped Northern Ireland
and Belarus to close their campaigns in style.

Serge Gnabry said Germany were heading to the Euros
in a positive mood after hitting a hat-trick that sank the
Northern Irish 6-1 and gave them top spot in Group C.
“We are playing some very, very good football,” said
Gnabry, who came off to a standing ovation on 80 minutes.

“We are going to the finals confident and with a good
run behind us. The team is young, but we’re all having a lot
of fun.” Georginio Wijnaldum meanwhile made another
stand against racism as he also scored three times in the
Netherlands’ 5-0 crushing of Belarus.

Liverpool midfielder Wijnaldum was angered at
Excelsior striker Ahmad Mendes Moreira being subjected
to racist chanting by FC Den Bosch fans during a Dutch
second division match.

And after opening the scoring in the sixth minute he
and Frenkie de Jong joined on the sidelines to bring their
arms together to draw attention to their different skin
colour. Myron Boadu made it a night to remember by
scoring on his international debut to make it five three

minutes from the end, collecting Kevin Strootman’s pass
before colly slotting home. “This is obviously a dream
come true, to play for the national team and score on

your debut,” said the 18-year-old. “I can’t claim that I
should be in the squad for the Euro finals, I just have to
show what I can do.” —AFP

CARDIFF: Hungary’s defender Gergo Lovrencsics (L) vies with Wales’ midfielder Aaron Ramsey during the Group E
Euro 2020 football qualification match between Wales and HUngary at Cardiff City Stadium in Cardiff, Wales. — AFP

Gnabry hits treble as ‘confident’ Germany hammer N Ireland

JOHANNESBURG: Ethiopia came from behind to
shock the Ivory Coast 2-1 and Madagascar crushed
Niger 6-2 in fierce heat as 2021 Africa Cup of
Nations matchday two qualifying concluded Tuesday.

Hundreds in a huge crowd at the 60,000-seat
Bahir Dar stadium ran on to the field at full-time to
salute an Ethiopian side composed of 10 home-based
footballers plus one who plays in Egypt. Ivory Coast,
twice African champions and 95 places higher than
Ethiopia in the world rankings, made a great start
with Tottenham Hotspur defender Serge Aurier scor-
ing on four minutes.

But the Group K match turned dramatically mid-
way through the opening half with Surafel
Dagnachew and Shimelis Bekele scoring in a 10-
minute purple patch. The Ivorians introduced French
Ligue 1 midfielder Victorien Angban in the second
half as they sought an equaliser, but Ethiopia held
firm to collect maximum points.   

While the 1,800-metre (5,905 feet) altitude was a
disadvantage for a visiting side, the unusually cool
weather in the northern city would have suited them.
In the same group, Madagascar shook off difficult
preparations to crush Niger in 39 degrees celsius
(103 fahrenheit) heat.  

The national stadium in Niamey has a bone-hard
pitch, but that was no obstacle to the Indian Ocean
islanders as they recovered from conceding an early
goal to lead 6-1 after 65 minutes.

Amadou Wonkoye gave Niger a lead that lasted
just four minutes before Lalaina Nomenjanahary lev-
elled and the France-based Malagasy scored again to
trigger the romp. Madagascar were the surprise side
of the 2019 Cup of Nations in Egypt, stunning
Nigeria and eliminating the Democratic Republic of
Congo before bowing to Tunisia in the quarter-finals.

After beating Ethiopia in Antananarivo last
Saturday, Madagascar coach Nicolas Dupuis, his
staff, the players and officials had to travel to Niger in
two groups.  Like most African national teams,
Madagascar cannot afford to charter a jet, and many
airlines are unable to accommodate a full delegation
in one flight. Limited training time add to the chal-
lenges facing Dupuis, who was recently rewarded
with a four-year contract extension after the unex-
pectedly successful campaign in Egypt.

Niger have suffered worse home humiliations, in
the same stadium in Niamey 50 years ago they lost
9-1 to Ghana, the record away victory in a Cup of
Nations qualifier. Madagascar top the table with six
points, Ethiopia and the Ivory Coast have three each
and Niger are pointless.

Morocco and Mauritania share the lead in Group
E as they followed up their 0-0 draw in Rabat last
Friday with matchday two victories.  Achraf Hakimi,
on loan to Borussia Dortmund from Real Madrid and
a full-back with a fondness for goals, completed the
scoring as Morocco outplayed Burundi 3-0 in
Bujumbura. Mauritania left it late to seal a 2-0 win
over the Central African Republic in Nouakchott with
Diallo Guidileye doubling the lead one minute into
stoppage time.  Elsewhere, Zimbabwe star Khama
Billiat answered critics of his recent international
form by scoring both goals in a 2-1 Group H win over
neighbours Zambia in Lusaka.

Group J pacesetters Tunisia edged Equatorial
Guinea 1-0 in Malabo with former Premier League
forward Wahbi Khazri scoring the lone goal 16 min-
utes from time.  Libya rose from last to second in the
same section by shading Tanzania 2-1 with giant Anis
Saltou snatching the 81st-minute winner in a match
moved to Tunisia for security reasons.  —AFP

Ethiopia shock I
Coast, six-goal
Madagascar 
hammer NigerPARIS: The format for UEFA’s continent-wide Euro 2020

has been labelled “a scandal” by Belgium star Kevin De
Bruyne as European football’s governing body faces a
headache to ensure all host nations who qualify get to play
at home. For the first time, next year’s European
Championship will be played in 12 different host cities in 12
different nations, with Wembley staging the semi-finals
and final. The draw for what will be the second 24-team
Euro will be held in Bucharest on Saturday, November 30.

Wales became the 20th nation to secure their spot
when they beat Hungary 2-0 in Cardiff on Tuesday, with
the remaining four places going to the winners of play-offs
to be held next March. However, with UEFA having to
ensure that host nations play group games on home turf
while also keeping certain teams apart for geopolitical
reasons, much of the suspense has already been removed
from the draw.

For example, Ukraine and Russia cannot face one
another due to the conflict in eastern Ukraine. That means
Belgium already know they will face Russia and Denmark
— both of whom will host games — in Group B, leaving
little suspense come the draw for the finals.

“It is a scandal, honestly,” Manchester City star De
Bruyne told Belgian television after his side’s 6-1 win over
Cyprus on Tuesday. “Football is not really football any-
more, it’s becoming a business.

“As a player you have to get used to it, but for me they
are sort of falsifying the competition. It takes all the pleas-
ure away from the draw.” Netherlands coach Ronald
Koeman was similarly vexed to discover that his side have
already been placed in the same section, Group C, as
Ukraine. “I don’t really understand this new format. I have
asked my federation if I still need to bother going to the
draw on November 30,” he told De Telegraaf.

Belgium, Italy, England, Germany, Spain and Ukraine
are the top seeds for the draw, while World Cup holders
France find themselves in pot two along with the
Netherlands. Reigning European champions Portugal are
in the third pot. The draw for the play-offs which will pro-
vide the last four berths at the tournament will be held this
Friday, with its make-up based on performances in the
recent, inaugural UEFA Nations League.

Having fallen short in qualifying, both Northern Ireland
and the Republic of Ireland will get a second shot in the
play-offs. Northern Ireland will visit Bosnia and
Herzegovina on March 26, while the Republic of Ireland
will go to Slovakia the same day.  The winners of those
one-off ties will then meet five days later with a finals
place at stake. Scotland will have a home play-off against
either Bulgaria, Israel, Hungary or Romania. Should they
win that, they will then take on Norway or Serbia for a
place in the finals. However, Scotland, Hungary and
Romania are all due to host matches, which means provid-
ing for them all doing so should they qualify for the finals
becomes a headache for organisers. In addition, the fact
the play-off winners will not be known until just two and a
half months before the start of the Euro on June 12, adds
another layer of complication.

Seedings for Euro 2020
Pot 1: Belgium, Italy, England, Germany, Spain, Ukraine
Pot 2: France, Poland, Switzerland, Croatia, Netherlands,
Russia
Pot 3: Portugal, Turkey, Denmark, Austria, Sweden, Czech
Republic
Pot 4: Wales, Finland, winners of four play-offs
- Draw to be held in Bucharest on November 30
Play-off line-up
Path A: Iceland plus three from Bulgaria, Israel, Hungary
and Romania
Path B: Bosnia and Herzegovina v Northern Ireland;
Slovakia v Republic of Ireland
Path C: Scotland v one of Bulgaria, Israel, Hungary or
Romania; Norway v Serbia
Path D: Georgia v Belarus; North Macedonia v Kosovo
- Play-off draw to be held on Friday, November 22. — AFP

Euro 2020 format
blasted a ‘scandal’ 
as UEFA deals with 
draw headache MADRID: Zinedine Zidane faces another crossroads in

his handling of Gareth Bale, who appeared to mock
Real Madrid after Wales’ 2-0 victory over Hungary on
Tuesday.  After sealing qualification for Euro 2020 with
a wild win in Cardiff, an ecstatic Bale celebrated next to
his team-mates behind a flag that read “Wales. Golf.
Madrid. In that order”. 

The flag was taken from the crowd after Welsh fans
made a slogan out of comments made by former Real
Madrid player Predrag Mijatovic during an interview
with the Spanish radio station Cadena Ser last month. 

“Bale thinks first about the Wales national team, then
about golf and then about Madrid,” said Mijatovic. “I
have not talked to him but that is the impression I get.” 

Zidane must now decide whether to punish Bale and
what form that punishment should take. 

Bale is due to return to Madrid before joining up
with the team again today at Valdebebas, ahead of Real
Madrid’s La Liga game at home to Real Sociedad on
Saturday.  In between, Zidane will appear in a pre-
match press conference tomorrow before naming his
squad for the fixture later in the afternoon. 

Bale, who had been nursing a calf problem since the
start of October, is certainly fit again after managing 60
and then 88 minutes against Azerbaijan and Hungary
respectively but it would be a surprise if Zidane rein-
troduced him at the Santiago Bernabeu. 

The emergence of 18-year-old Rodrygo, who scored
a hat-trick against Galatasaray in the Champions
League two weeks ago, together with Madrid’s resur-
gence, means there is no urgency to bring him back. 

And Zidane will be wary of the reaction of the fans,
who had been more supportive of Bale this season but
are unlikely to take this latest act of rebellion with
humour.  Bale was giddy in the afterglow of victory in
Cardiff but even if the flag was not his - and he seemed
keen not to hold it - he certainly made no attempt to
distance himself from what is now being interpreted as
an affront in Madrid.  “Bale knows he can only leave
Madrid in January by pushing the boundaries but this is
getting completely out of hand,” wrote Diario AS jour-
nalist Manu Sainz. 

“Bale is finished at Madrid. Confirmed” wrote Josep
Pedrerol of El Chiringuito TV. 

Bale has long held an indifference to the Spanish
press, whose criticism of his contributions on the pitch
has often extended into jibes about his lifestyle off it,
including his love of golf and lack of Spanish.

“I find it hilarious to be honest,” Bale said last week.
“Especially some of the pictures and stuff my friends
send me. On one it said ‘triple bogey’ - and I’ve never
had a triple bogey. At least give me an albatross.” 

Bale also admitted he feels freer playing for his
country.  “I definitely have more excitement playing for
Wales,” he said. “With Wales, I’m speaking my own lan-
guage and feel more comfortable. But it doesn’t change
what I do on the pitch.” 

Zidane has been more conciliatory towards Bale in
recent weeks, in a marked change of approach since he
declared last summer it would be “better for everyone”
if he completed a move to China. 

Instead, he stayed and when Bale returned to
London three weeks ago for talks with his agent,
Zidane calmed the storm by insisting he had permission
to go.  When Bale was selected by Wales this month,
despite missing five weeks of Madrid games through
injury, Zidane said he had no problem with the call-up
and described suggestions he wants Bale to leave in
January as “nonsense”.  Yet the pair’s relationship
remains cold and Zidane keeping the peace is likely to
be purely with the interests of the team in mind, partic-
ularly while the transfer window is closed. 

Again, Bale has stirred the nest. Again, Zidane’s
patience will be tested. — AFP

Bale’s latest act of 
rebellion poses new 
problem for Zidane

Gareth Bale

LOS ANGELES: Jordan Morris and teenager Josh
Sargent scored two goals apiece as the United
States eased into the final four of the CONCACAF
Nations League on Tuesday with a 4-0 win over
Cuba. Seattle Sounders forward Morris struck twice
in the first half as manager Gregg Berhalter’s side
bagged three points to finish top of Group A, ahead
of Canada on goal difference.

Werder Bremen’s 19-year-old striker Sargent
bagged the other goals in a game played at George
Town’s Truman Bodden Stadium in the Cayman
Islands after Cuba’s proposed home venue failed to
meet CONCACAF standards.

The US had put themselves in the driving seat to

qualify after a comprehensive 4-1 defeat of Canada
on Friday.

Needing only a win to advance against a Cuban
side they had already beaten 7-0 earlier in the quali-
fiers, the US wasted no time in taking the lead when
Sargent bundled in the opener after just 34 seconds.

Despite relentless US pressure however,
Berhalter’s side were made to wait until the 26th
minute before they doubled their lead.

A flicked header by Schalke 04’s Weston
McKennie found Morris unmarked inside the penalty
area and the Seattle man made no mistake with a
cool finish past Cuba goalkeeper Sandy Sanchez.

Morris was then on target again six minutes
before half-time, tapping in Aaron Long’s goal-
bound cross to effectively seal the outcome.

Sargent then grabbed his second of the night in
the 66th minute, rifling home a low shot after Tyler
Boyd’s assist.

The US will now face Honduras in the semi-finals
of the CONCACAF Nations League next June, with
Mexico and Costa Rica meeting in the other half of
the draw. — AFP

Sargent, Morris 
at the double 
as US down Cuba


