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England lose to Czechs in Euro 
qualifiers, Ronaldo nears 700 goals

PARIS: England missed an opportunity to qualify for Euro
2020 on Friday as they slid to a 2-1 loss in the Czech
Republic, while Cristiano Ronaldo scored his 699th goal in
a routine Portugal win over Luxembourg.

Harry Kane converted a fifth-minute penalty in Prague
after Raheem Sterling was clipped by Lukas Masopust, the
Tottenham striker taking his qualifying tally to seven goals.
But Czech Republic, humbled 5-0 by England in the
reverse fixture last March, levelled shortly after as Jakub
Brabec bundled in from a corner for his first international
goal. Substitute Zdenek Ondrasek swept home the winner
on his debut for the hosts on 85 minutes, a goal that ended
England’s decade-long unbeaten run in qualifying span-
ning 43 matches. “I think we have had a lot of credit over
the last couple of years and tonight we did not do
enough,” England manager Gareth Southgate told ITV.

“Our performance was not good enough, it’s as simple
as that. The goals we conceded were typical of the
chances we gave away.” England’s last qualifying defeat
came ahead of the 2010 World Cup when they lost 1-0
away to Ukraine in October 2009.

Southgate’s side remain top of Group A on 12 points
alongside the Czechs, who have played a game extra.
England could still clinch qualification on Monday with
victory in Bulgaria if Kosovo fail to beat Montenegro.

World champions France claimed a 1-0 win away to
Iceland as Olivier Giroud delivered the only goal with a
penalty on 66 minutes in Reykjavik.

Giroud has played sparingly for Chelsea this season but
the 33-year-old is now just four goals behind Michel
Platini (41) for second on France’s list of all-time leading
scorers. France are level on 18 points with Turkey atop
Group H ahead of Monday’s showdown in Paris, where

victory would send Didier Deschamps’ men through to the
finals. “It was very difficult, a really hard match. We needed
to take the three points and now we have an important
game coming up at home,” said Antoine Griezmann, who
was fouled for the penalty.

“We’re going to suffer against Turkey and we’ll need to
prepare well for it.” Cenk Tosun popped up with a 90th-
minute winner for Turkey as they scraped past Albania 1-0
in Istanbul.

Iceland’s first home loss in qualifying since June 2013
dropped the Nordic island nation six points adrift of the
top two. Juventus star Ronaldo grabbed his 94th goal at
international level in Portugal’s 3-0 home victory over
Luxembourg. Bernardo Silva opened the scoring in Lisbon
in the first half before Ronaldo added a second on 65 min-
utes with a magnificent chip following an error in the visi-
tors’ defence. Goncalo Guedes added a late third although
defending champions Portugal still trail Group B leaders
Ukraine by five points.

“We are already thinking about the crucial game with
Ukraine, like we did for this one,” said Portugal coach
Fernando Santos. “There are four finals left and this one is
over. We want to finish first.”

Portugal next travel to Kiev to face a Ukraine side on
the cusp of qualification following a 2-0 home win over
Lithuania secured by Atalanta midfielder Ruslan
Malinovskyi’s brace.

A goalless draw between Montenegro and Bulgaria
eliminated both teams from contention in Group A, while it
was a night to remember for Andorra. The minnows won
their first European qualifier in history after 56 defeats in a
row as Marc Vales’ second-half header earned Andorra a
1-0 victory over 10-man Moldova. — AFP

LISBON: Portugal’s forward Cristiano Ronaldo (L) vies with Luxembourg’s midfielder Lars Gerson during
the Euro 2020 qualifier football match between Portugal and Luxembourg at the Jose Alvalade stadium
in Lisbon. — AFP

Portugal next travel to Kiev to face Ukraine

SUZUKA: Japanese Grand Prix organisers were
hoping that today’s race would be able to go
ahead as Typhoon Hagibis began to lash a
deserted Suzuka Circuit with wind and heavy
rain yesterday.

A huge ground operation to protect the
track and infrastructure was launched as soon
as Friday practice ended and lasted late into the
night after Saturday’s entire programme was
cancelled on safety grounds.

Thousands of sandbags were deployed to
protect pit lane garages from flooding, elec-
tronic timing gear was moved inside and even
the victory podium signage dismantled and
packed away.

Formula One sporting director Steve Nielson
said the aim of the massive lockdown was to
ensure that “when we come in on Sunday
morning, the timing, the start lights, the GPS,
the light panels around the circuit are in an
environment where they have a chance of sur-
viving the storm.”

He told Formula1.com on Friday that the
sport’s technical staff faced an unprecedented
logistical task to keep at bay one of the biggest
typhoons to hit Japan in decades and would
work throughout Saturday night “connecting
everything back up again and systems-check-
ing” once the worst of the storm had passed 

The 10 Formula One teams also went into
survival mode with mechanics and support staff
working furiously to raise sensitive equipment
off pit lane floors in case of flooding and pro-
tecting garages with sandbags and plastic
sheeting.

Should Sunday’s rescheduled qualifying ses-
sion not be possible then Valtteri Bottas will be
on pole position by virtue of being was quick-
est in Friday practice, a whisker ahead of team-
mate and world championship leader Lewis
Hamilton.

The Mercedes pair, benefiting from an aero-
dynamic upgrade, were followed on the
timesheets by the Red Bull of Max Verstappen,
with the Ferraris of Charles Leclerc and
Sebastian Vettel fourth and fifth.

Qualifying has been rescheduled to 10am
(0100 GMT) Sunday, with the race at 2:10pm
(0510 GMT), providing the weather improves
in time.

As it stands Mercedes are sitting pretty as
they look to secure the one-two finish they
need to clinch a record sixth successive con-
structors championship. A win for Hamilton
today would leave only Bottas, who lies 73
points behind, able to catch him in the drivers’
standings with just four races to come after
Japan.

It would also put the Englishman in line to
wrap up a sixth drivers’ title, a feat only previ-
ously managed by Michael Schumacher, and
third world title in a row at Mexico later this
month. The typhoon is already wreaking havoc
across Japan and has forced the cancellation
of two matches at the Rugby World Cup yes-
terday. Rated “large and very strong”, the
storm was forecast to crash into land in central
or eastern Japan early Saturday evening,
packing maximum gusts of 216 kilometres per
hour (134 miles per hour) Japan’s
Meteorological Agency said. — AFP
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REYKJAVIK: Olivier Giroud’s lack of club action
proved no handicap as the Chelsea striker’s penalty
earned France a 1-0 away win against Iceland to put
Les Bleus closer to next year’s European Championship
finals on Friday.

Giroud, who has only played 101 minutes in the
Premier League this season, converted a second-half
spot kick as injury-hit France stayed second in Group H
behind Turkey who beat Albania 1-0 thanks to a last-
gap Cenk Tosun goal.

France and Turkey, who meet at the Stade de France
tomorrow, have 18 points but the world champions are
behind by virtue of their 2-0 loss in Konya in June.
Third-placed Iceland have 12 points, Albania nine, and
Andorra are second to last on three points after beating
Moldova 1-0 for their first-ever Euro qualifying points.

Andorra had lost all 56 of their previous Euro quali-
fiers but Marc Vales ended that streak by scoring with
a header in the 63rd minute, after Moldova had seen
Radu Ginsari sent off for picking up a second yellow
card. France were without the injured Kylian Mbappe,
Paul Pogba and Hugo Lloris and there was more bad
news when Ngolo Kante picked up a muscle injury dur-
ing the warm-up, leaving his place in the starting 11 to
Moussa Sissoko.

“It was a very tough game but we ground through
and Olivier’s goal did the job,” said forward Antoine
Griezmann. “We had several chances to add to our goal
and it would have been nice because they are danger-

ous on set pieces,” said coach Didier Deschamps.
“But it’s a good victory ahead of tomorrow’s clash.”

Both teams struggled to create chances in a poor first
half as Les Bleus failed to supply Griezmann, who had
the best opportunity with a blocked shot on the turn
three minutes from the break. The game turned France’s
way when Griezmann was brought down in the area by
Ari Skulason, with Giroud sending Hannes Halldorsson
the wrong way from the spot to score in the 66th
minute. With 37 international goals, Giroud is now four
goals shy of Michel Platini’s tally of 41, with only
Thierry Henry having scored more for France (51).

France came close to doubling the tally when Blaise
Matuidi’s low shot hit the post but Deschamps’s team
remained under threat until the final whistle.

They could have ended the night alone on top of
Group H but Turkey prevailed against Albania when
Tosun found the back of the net in the final minute with
a close-range effort. — Reuters

Giroud puts injury-hit 
France on the brink 
of Euro 2020

PRAGUE: Facing his first-ever ice hockey game in
Britain’s fourth-tier competition, former Chelsea and
Arsenal keeper Petr Cech insists there are few differ-
ences between the two sports. “When you get hit by
the puck in the wrong spot, it hurts even when you’re
wearing the padding,” Cech said in an interview for his
Czech agent yesterday.

“But then, when someone hits you from a meter’s
distance in football, it hurts too,” chuckled the 37-year-
old who retired from professional football in the sum-
mer. On Wednesday, Cech, who currently works as a
technical and performance adviser at Chelsea,
announced signing up as a netminder with the
Guildford Phoenix.

Founded in 2017 and based just south of London, the
Phoenix are facing the Swindon Wildcats’ reserve team
in the fourth tier of Britain’s ice hockey system today.
Cech said he was not afraid of the much rougher sport
despite wearing a protective helmet even as a foot-
baller following a skull fracture he had suffered in a
2006 Premier League game.

“The puck will hit you hard through the trapper but
then you end up with a bruise at worst, that’s no disas-
ter,” Cech said. He found other parallels between foot-
ball and ice hockey, the two most popular sports in his
native Czech Republic.

“The warm-up will be the same as what I did in foot-
ball,” said Cech. “And the pre-match skate has a similar
structure as the warm-up before a football game,” he
added. “Also the coach gives you information before the
game, tells you what he wants from the team and you.”

“The only difference is that I don’t know anything
about the opponents here — I would be able to gather
more information at Chelsea,” Cech complained.  Like
in football, the goalkeeping chore was the obvious
choice for Cech, who loved watching and playing ice
hockey as a child.

“I wasn’t keen to turn into a forward. I can only skate
well enough for a netminder — I don’t think I could
play up front,” he said. Cech won four Premier League
titles, four FA Cups, three League Cups, the Champions
League and the Europa League during his Chelsea
career, with a further FA Cup success coming at
Arsenal.

With Guildford, success is uncertain, but Cech, who
owns the all-time record for the most clean sheets in
the Premiership, is looking forward to the first game. “I
was allowed to practise with the team but I couldn’t
play games. It’s great to have the opportunity now and
I hope it will end well.”

As if to boost his chances, Cech chose a shirt number
39 once worn by Dominik Hasek, his childhood idol,
two-time Stanley Cup winner and six-time Vezina
Trophy holder for the NHL’s best goaltender. Hasek,
who is currently contemplating running for the Czech
president, led the Czechs to a sensational win at the
1998 Winter Olympics in Nagano, the first-ever Olympic
tournament bringing together all NHL stars.—AFP

CHICAGO: A defiant Mo Farah angrily hit back at crit-
ics Friday, saying he was never given any banned drugs
while a member of the Nike Oregon Project and claim-
ing he has been unfairly singled out in the scandal sur-
rounding his former coach Alberto Salazar.

Farah, one of British track’s highest profile athletes,
said “there are no allegations” against him as contro-
versy continued to rage over Salazar who has been
slapped with a four-year ban by the United States Anti-
Doping Agency. 

“I was never given anything,” said four-time Olympic
champion Farah, breaking his silence on the scandal just
hours after US sportswear giant Nike said it planned to
shut down its Oregon Project training group following
61-year-old Salazar’s suspension.

Defending champion Farah was among a group of
elite runners who gathered Friday for a news confer-
ence two days before the Chicago Marathon. But most
of the focus was on the recent banning of Salazar.

Farah, who has never tested positive, waited more
than two years after the accusations were first made
against Salazar before parting ways with the coach in
October 2017. He expressed disappointed in what he
considered a line of questioning at the news conference
that has been covered already.

“It’s very disappointing to see this, you guys going
at it again and again. As I said, there is no allegation
against me, I’ve not done anything wrong. These allega-
tions, let’s be clear here, are about Alberto Salazar,”

Farah said. “There are no allegations against Mo Farah
for any wrongdoing.”

Farah insisted he was clean, adding “I can’t win
whatever I do.” “I’m probably one of the most tested
athletes in the world,” he said. “I get tested all the time
and I’m happy to be tested anytime, anywhere and for
my samples to be used for whatever they need to do.

“Keep it and freeze it, there is not much more I can
do.” Farah refused to answer directly when was asked
several times whether he was disappointed in his for-
mer coach. He added his success comes from hard work
and maturity and not from performance-enhancing
drugs. “(Don’t) try and take away what I have earned
from hard work .... I have learned to win races and con-
trol races,” he said. US distance runners Galen Rupp
and Jordan Hasay were also coached by Salazar until
last Monday.

Rupp said he has not communicated with Salazar
since the ban but is supporting his former coach. “I
understand that it’s under appeal and I support him in
that appeal,” Rupp told reporters. As for Hasay, she also
has not had any contact with Salazar since the ban but
missed his positivity.

SUPPORT OF ATHLETES 
“It’s hard because he’s very, very close to me.

Usually the last few weeks before the marathon are fun
because he starts getting anxious and starts calling
three times a day about ‘You should bring your grey
socks instead of white socks’ or this or that.

“Just little stuff. Just in the sense of having that men-
tor and that friendship and those last moments of
advice and excitement before the race, that’s been
tough. I really miss that,” Hasay said.

She added that she had no knowledge of any wrong-
doing by Salazar. “I’ve never been offered anything or
seen anything and if that were to happen I would have
left long ago,” Hasay said. — AFP
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CHICAGO: (L-R) Kenya’s Betsy Saina and Britain’s Mo Farah attend the Elite Athlete Press Conference for
the Chicago Marathon in Chicago, Illinois. — AFP
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