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Spain make Euro 2020 with late Sweden 
draw, beaten Ireland forced to wait

PARIS: Rodrigo Moreno fired Spain into Euro 2020
with a last-gasp equaliser in Sweden while the Republic
of Ireland’s chances of reaching the finals are still in the
balance after they fell 2-0 in Switzerland.

Spain became the sixth team to qualify for next sum-
mer’s tournament thanks to Rodrigo, who came off the
bench to score a dramatic injury-time leveller in a 1-1
draw in Stockholm, sparking wild celebrations on the
touchline. “Qualification is a must for a team like Spain
but achieving it still has value,” said Moreno. “It releas-
es the pressure and gives us time to work.”

Robert Moreno’s side are top of Group F on 20
points after drawing their last two matches. They are
five ahead of Sweden and six above Romania, who
missed the chance to take second spot when Norway’s
Alexander Sorloth snatched a late 1-1 draw in
Bucharest.

However it was a far from vintage display from
Spain, who started brightly but faded as the match
wore on against the lively hosts, who were distraught
after missing out on a famous victory right at the death.

A celebratory night was tempered slightly by the
loss of goalkeeper David de Gea to a thigh injury in the
second half, although that will worry his club
Manchester United more ahead their meeting with
Premier League leaders Liverpool this weekend.

Ireland left sweating 
In Group D, Haris Seferovic’s early strike and Shane

Duffy’s late own goal kept Switzerland’s hopes of auto-
matic qualification alive with a 2-0 victory over the
Republic of Ireland.

The win in Geneva means the Swiss are just a point
behind group leaders Ireland and Denmark with two

matches remaining in their campaign, compared to just
the one for the Irish, who host the Danes on November
18 needing a win to guarantee qualification.

“It’s a cup final. Beat Denmark to reach Euro 2020. I
would have taken that at the start and I’ll take it now,”
said the Republic’s coach Mick McCarthy.

The Swiss, who also have the better of the head-to-
head record with the Irish as the two teams drew 1-1 in
September, take on group minnows Georgia and
Gibraltar in their final two games.

“The result doesn’t mean a lot in the group, we still
need to get results in our next two games. If we get the
points we need against Georgia and Gibraltar we can
turn our attentions to Euro 2020,” said Switzerland
coach Vladimir Petkovic.

FINLAND EDGE TOWARDS HISTORY 
Finland inched closer to qualifying for their first ever

European Championships after Teemu Pukki took his
qualifying tally to seven in eight matches with a double
that helped Finland sweep aside Armenia 3-0 in Turku.

Fredrik Jensen gave the Finns a 31th minute lead.
Norwich City striker Pukki then scored just after the
hour and got his second two minutes from the end with
a neat dinked finish.

Markku Kanerva’s side stay nine points behind
Group J winners Italy, who maintained their 100 per-
cent record with an eighth straight win, 5-0 against
Liechtenstein. 

Finland need a win over rock-bottom Liechtenstein
to qualify for their first major tournament after fourth-
placed Bosnia & Herzegovina lost 2-1 in Greece with an
88th-minute own goal from Adnan Kovacevic.

Israel kept their hopes of qualifying from Group G

alive after seeing off Latvia 3-1 as Eran Zahavi scored
his 11th goal of the qualifying campaign.

Andi Herzog’s side are level on 11 points with North

Macedonia and Slovenia and five behind second-place
Austria, meaning they still have a chance with two
games remaining. — AFP

SOLNA: Spain’s midfielder Mikel Oyarzabal reacts during the UEFA Euro 2020 Group F qualification football
match Sweden v Spain in Solna, Sweden. — AFP

Finland inch closer to qualifying for their first ever European Championships 

VADUZ: Andrea Belotti scored a second-half brace
as already-qualified Italy overran Liechtenstein 5-0
on Tuesday to stretch their perfect run in Euro 2020
qualifying to eight games and match an 80-year
Italian record.

Roberto Mancini’s side were assured of top spot
in Group J after a 2-0 win over Greece in Rome on
Saturday. Federico Bernardeschi gave Italy the lead
after just two minutes in Vaduz but it was not until the
last 20 minutes that the ‘Azzurri’ hammered home
their domination with four late goals.

Belotti headed in twice for a second-half brace
with Alessio Romagnoli and substitute Stephan El
Shaarawy also scoring near the end. Mancini cele-
brated his ninth win in a row as Italy manager to
draw level with the record run of legendary Vittorio
Pozzo back in 1938-1939.

Pozzo won the first two of Italy’s four World Cup
titles in 1934 and 1938 and gold in the 1936 Berlin
Olympics “I’m more interested in his record of two
World Cups and the Olympics, but even just winning
Euro 2020 would be enough,” said Mancini.

The 54-year-old former Inter Milan and
Manchester City manager took over in May 2018
after Italy’s failure to qualify for the World Cup.
Liechtenstein are already eliminated from the
European tournament and they also lost 6-0 to Italy
in Parma last March.

With qualification already in the bag, Mancini
rang the changes with Paris Saint-Germain midfielder
Marco Verratti the only survivor from the Greece
game. The 26-year-old took the captain’s armband
with Leonardo Bonnucci rested, as Napoli defender
Giovanni Di Lorenzo got his senior Italian debut aged
26, with winger Vincenzo Grifo, also 26, getting his
first start. Roma midfielder Nicolo Zaniolo, 20, made
his first senior start having come off the bench in his
three previous appearances.  Brescia midfielder
Sandro Tonali, 19, was also given his first international
debut in the second half.

“We struggled a bit because we didn’t find the
second goal right away, but with so many changes it
was inevitable to spend a little time finding the right
chemistry,” said Mancini. “The important thing is that
all the kids are really involved. 

“And the truth is that in June, I will be forced to
make choices and some good players will have to stay
out.” With only pride to play, for the hosts threatened
early with Dennis Salanovic testing Salvatore Sirigu
after just one minute. A minute later Italy were ahead
with Belotti setting up Cristiano Biraghi who connect-
ed with Bernardeschi to finish off for his second goal
in a row after Greece last weekend.

Belotti broke through for the second with 20 min-
utes to go getting his head to the end of Freiburg
winger Grifo’s corner. El Shaarawy, who plays for
Shanghai Shenhua, came on for Zaniolo after the hour
mark, and set up Romagnoli for the third before scor-
ing himself with eight minutes to go.

Belotti completed the rout when he dived to meet
a Di Lorenzo cross for his second goal on the night
as Liechtenstein fell to their sixth defeat in eight
games, having held Greece and Armenia to draws.

“Liechtenstein brings me luck, especially here as I
got a brace last time too,” said Belotti, with five of his
eight Italy goals against the team. “We’re a com-
pletely different team from the one that lost the
World Cup play-offs to Sweden two years ago. “It’s
right that Italy are back where we belong.”

Italy next play Bosnia and Herzegovina on
November 15 with Liechtenstein travelling to sec-
ond-placed Finland Liechtenstein. — AFP
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BARCELONA: Barcelona forward Lionel Messi picked
up a record-extending sixth - and third consecutive -
European Golden Shoe award yesterday following his
outstanding individual 2018-19 domestic campaign.

The award is presented to the top goalscorer in
league football across Europe, with the Argentine find-
ing the net 36 times last season as Barca retained their
La Liga title. Messi was three ahead of nearest rival
Kylian Mbappe, who scored 33 times for Paris St
Germain as they won France’s Ligue 1.

“My team and my team mates, I would have never
been able to win even one of these awards without
them,” Messi said at the presentation in Barcelona.
“This is a recognition for everyone, all the team.”

The forward, who won his first Golden Shoe in 2010,
admitted he was disappointed to have missed out on
Champions League glory again after Barcelona blew a
3-0 first leg lead to Liverpool at the semi-final stage.
However, he said he was conscious that the league
should be the club’s priority.

“The Champions League is something special and
we all want to win it, but we are conscious that the Liga
is the most important. “La Liga can help you reach the

Champions League and the Copa del Rey. It is very dif-
ficult if you don’t perform well in the Liga to compete in
the Champions League.

“We never forget about the Liga and the Copa
because we are Barcelona and we always aim to win

everything.” Barca have endured a difficult start to the
season, losing twice in their first eight league games.
They have won their last three matches to pull them-
selves into second place on 16 points, two behind lead-
ers Real Madrid. — Reuters
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BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi poses with his sixth Golden Shoe awards after
receiving the 2019 European Golden Shoe honoring the year’s leading goalscorer during a ceremony at the
Antigua Fabrica Estrella Damm in Barcelona. — AFP

SEOUL: FIFA president Gianni Infantino said he was
“disappointed” after attending a historic but bizarre
World Cup qualifier between North and South Korea
that had empty stands and no live broadcast.

The rare match in the North Korean capital ended
0-0 on Tuesday, with Infantino one of the few people
allowed to see the surreal game play out at
Pyongyang’s Kim Il Sung Stadium. “I was looking for-

ward to seeing a full stadium for such a historic match
but was disappointed to see there were no fans in the
stands,” he said in an interview published on the FIFA
website.

“We were surprised by this and by several issues
related to its live broadcast and problems with visas
and access for foreign journalists.” No foreign media
were at the game — the first competitive men’s match
to be played in Pyongyang between the two sides,
whose countries are still technically at war.

Frustrated South Korean fans who were not permit-
ted to travel to the game will have to wait days to see it
on television after officials bring back a DVD recording.
“For us, freedom of the press and freedom of speech
are obviously paramount, but on the other hand it
would be naive to think we can change the world from
one minute to the next,” Infantino said.

The match comes in the wake of a series of North
Korean missile tests that raised tensions in the region,
and after the breakdown of talks with the US over

Pyongyang’s weapons programmes.
It is a far cry from the cross-border warmth of last

year, when South Korean President Moon Jae-in seized
on the Pyeongchang Winter Olympics to broker the
Pyongyang-Washington discussion process.

The only simple way to follow the match, which the
Asian Football Confederation (AFC) had billed as “one
of the most eagerly anticipated fixtures” for years, was
a limited online text commentary posted on the FIFA
and AFC websites. Meanwhile North Korean state
media did not offer much in the way of colourful
description in its report on the match. “The game of
attacks and counterattacks ended in a draw,” sum-
marised the official Korean Central News Agency in a
two-line dispatch.

Infantino said he and his team had raised questions
of free press and speech with North Korea’s football
association. “We will certainly keep pushing so that
football can have a positive influence in (North) Korea...
and other countries around the world,” he said. — AFP
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LONDON: The Women’s Euro 2021 could have the
same positive impact on women’s sport as the 2012
London Olympics, says Football Association executive
Marzena Bogdanowicz.

The women’s game in England has enjoyed a surge
in popularity on the back of the success of Phil
Neville’s national side, who reached the World Cup
semi-finals this year, with a TV audience of more than
11 million tuning in watch their semi-final defeat by the
United States.

Bogdanowicz pinpointed Euro 2021, being hosted by
England, as a huge opportunity to boost the game fur-
ther. “Euro 2021 will be the next big game changer,” she
told the SportsPro FAN Conference in London.

“Before that there will be a Team GB football

team at the Tokyo Olympics so take the size of foot-
ball and multiply that into what the Olympics nor-
mally does when it comes around and it will be an
incredible summer.

“Euro 2021 will take this country in the same way as
the 2012 Olympics did and I think it will have the same
impact on women’s sport.”  Bogdanowicz, the FA’s head
of marketing and commercial for women’s football, has
the figures to back her up.

More than 75,000 tickets (priced at £10 for adults
and £1 for children) have been sold for the friendly at
Wembley with Germany on November 9. That com-
pares with a crowd of around 70,500 at Wembley for
Team GB’s match against Brazil in the women’s compe-
tition at the 2012 Olympics.

And interest is also growing in the domestic game,
with more than 62,000 supporters attending opening
fixtures in the Women’s Super League compared with
a reported 92,000 across all 110 WSL games last sea-
son. In an effort to promote the game further, the FA
announced the first Women’s Football Weekend in
November, with a men’s international weekend creat-
ing a pause in the Premier League and Championship
calendars.    

The FA is calling on supporters to attend a women’s
match at any level in the pyramid on November 16 and
17. Kelly Simmons, the FA’s director of women’s profes-
sional game, said the weekend would be “another great
moment in a year that has seen huge momentum behind
the growth in popularity of women’s football”.

Another sign of the increasing profile of women’s
football is the tie-up between the FA and Barclays, who
earlier this year were announced as the title sponsor of
the WSL.

Katy Bowman, senior sponsorship partnerships
manager at Barclays, said women’s football was the
right fit for the company.

“I have met so many young women in their teens or
their 20s who are new to London looking for friend-
ship and companionship and found it through football
but there are still not enough places for them to do
that,” she said. “We wanted to make sure we were
creating the next generation of strong and confident
women.” Bowman admitted that the impressive fig-
ures for the opening weekend of the season could not
be replicated every week but she is confident that in
the long term a whole swathe of new fans can be
attracted to the sport. — AFP
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