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PARIS: UEFA is expected to postpone Euro 2020
by up to a year yesterday, as European football’s
governing body considers its response to the fallout
of the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. All of Eu-
rope’s leading domestic leagues ground to a halt last
week with football confronting its biggest issue in
modern times, and the fate of UEFA’s Champions
League and Europa League competitions must also
be determined.

UEFA will hold a video conference with represen-
tatives from all 55 member associations as well as
from clubs and players bodies. It will then hold an ex-
ecutive committee meeting at 1400 (1300 GMT) at
its Swiss headquarters.

The future of the European
Championship, due to take
place for the first time in a
dozen different cities spread
across the continent from June
12 to July 12, is up in the air. The
“dark scenarios” that UEFA
president Aleksander Ceferin
warned against envisaging
when he spoke at the organisa-
tion’s congress in Amsterdam just two weeks ago now
have to be considered. Europe has become the epi-
centre of the coronavirus pandemic, with Italy and
Spain on lockdown, France rapidly following suit, and
other countries closing borders to halt the spread of
the outbreak. More than 2,100 people have died in
Italy, which is supposed to host the opening game of
Euro 2020 in Rome.

The head of the Italian football federation,
Gabriele Gravina, has already proposed that the
Euros be postponed, with Italy coach Roberto
Mancini calling for it to pushed back 12 months.

“We would have won the European Championship
this summer, we can also win it in 2021,” Mancini told

television station Rai Sport.
It is a position that many across the continent are

coming round to amid much uncertainty as to when
club football can resume. “UEFA has no choice. They
have to postpone the Euros and the Champions
League,” one senior figure in the world game told
AFP, although finding agreement across the board
may not be easy.

German league chief Christian Seifert believes
postponing the European Championship is inevitable.
“I firmly count on the fact the tournament will be
postponed,” Seifert said. “The probability that we
have a perfect Euros this summer is measured by a

number close to zero.”
German broadcaster ZDF

reported that two possible op-
tions are on the table. One is to
push it back to 2021, although
that is not as simple as it might
appear, as it would need FIFA
president Gianni Infantino to
agree to halting the inaugural
edition of his highly lucrative
Club World Cup, due to take

place in June and July next year in China with some
of Europe’s top club sides involved.

FIFA offered “no comment” on Monday on the
matter. There is also the issue of the women’s Euro-
pean Championship, scheduled to run from July 7 to
August 1 next year in England, with the final at Wem-
bley. The London venue is also supposed to hold the
semi-finals and final of Euro 2020. UEFA have also
planned to stage an Under-21 Euros in Hungary and
Slovenia in June next year.

The alternative option for UEFA, according to ZDF,
is to maintain a Euro 2020 by playing it later in the
year. That supposes that the crisis will have calmed
down by then, and there is also the issue of all the

other football that has been suspended. UEFA may
come to a decision to try to complete the Champions
League and Europa League by curtailing the compe-
titions, meaning ties up to the semi-finals could be
decided in one-off matches.

Financially, UEFA would undoubtedly prefer post-

poning their flagship tournaments to cancelling them
altogether, or playing matches behind closed doors.
“The financial stakes are enormous,” according to
one senior figure in the international game. “We know
that FIFA has significant reserves but we don’t know
about UEFA or the different leagues.” — AFP
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SAINT PETERSBURG: File photo shows Skillzy, the official mascot for the Euro 2020 football tournament,
is seen during a presentation at the Saint Petersburg Stadium in Saint Petersburg. UEFA has proposed
postponing the European Championship, due to take place across the continent in June and July this
year, until 2021 at crisis meetings. — AFP

SHANGHAI: Chinese football club Wuhan Zall,
whose home city is ground zero of the coron-
avirus pandemic, have landed in China after
being stranded in Spain since late January —
and were immediately placed in two weeks’
quarantine.

The Chinese Super League season has been
indefinitely postponed because of the virus with
Wuhan Zall exemplifying clubs’ predicaments,
enduring weeks of disruption and uncertainty.
The latest instalment of the team’s tortuous jour-
ney saw the homesick squad touch down in the
southern city of Shenzhen on Monday afternoon.

However, due to strict new Chinese rules
and health inspections on arriving passengers,
imposed to prevent an influx of imported cases
from the global contagion, it took more than 12
hours for the players to arrive at their Shen-
zhen hotel.

They now face isolation for a fortnight, ac-
cording to the official Xinhua news agency, and
still do not know when they will be able to return
to their homes and families.

The team cannot go back to Wuhan — which
is 1,000 kilometres (600 miles) from Shenzhen
— because the city of 11 million remains sealed
off. “After an unforgettable and arduous journey,
the team arrived in Shenzhen at 3:00 pm on
March 16 and returned to the embrace of the
motherland,” the club said, also referring to the
“arduous and long process” of getting through
immigration and health checks.

Jose Gonzalez’s squad are attempting to stay
fit in case the season gets underway, all while
worrying about family stuck in Wuhan, where the
virus emerged in December. “After the required
isolation period in Shenzhen, the Wuhan Zall
team will resume training,” the club said.

The team was training in Spain when the virus
first spread outward from China. But Spain itself
has now become a viral hotspot, and the squad
left there at the weekend for China, where a mas-
sive quarantine effort has reduced infection rates
to near-zero.

Media reports said Wuhan Zall were stranded
in Frankfurt for a time as they attempted to find
a flight back to China. “Although thousands of
miles away from their families, the hearts of the
players were always concerned about the do-
mestic epidemic,” Wuhan Zall said. — AFP
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Twenty20 cricket league
was suspended yesterday after a foreign player de-
veloped suspected coronavirus symptoms before the
start of the semi-finals.

The Pakistan Super League (PSL) announced last
week that the playoffs would be truncated with this
week’s semi-finals and final in Lahore to be played
with no spectators to prevent the spread of COVID-
19.  The final had already been brought forward from
Sunday to Wednesday. Pakistan Cricket Board (PCB)

chief executive Wasim Khan said officials were forced
to reconsider their plans after a foreign player
showed coronavirus-like symptoms.

“He’s an overseas player. He is not in Pakistan right
now. He’s developed the symptoms in the last 24
hours,” said Khan, adding that authorities had de-
cided against releasing the player’s name. 

International players, including from England, Aus-
tralia, New Zealand and the West Indies, have been
leaving the country en masse in recent days as cases
of coronavirus rise. The PCB “has also facilitated the
process of carrying out immediate tests of all those
who were involved with the (PSL)”, Khan added. 

“The PCB hopes and prays that normalcy returns
quickly to our society so that everyone can return to
a healthy and routine lifestyle and we can bring back

cricket to the fans.” The announcement comes a day
after Pakistan said it had also postponed Bangladesh’s
upcoming tour because of the virus.

Pakistan has recorded at least 187 confirmed cases
of the novel coronavirus, but no deaths so far. How-
ever, officials have tested only about 1,500 potential
cases in the country of 215 million people, where
healthcare is frequently inadequate.

The month-long PSL began in February, with
games held solely in the cricket-mad country for the
first time in its five-year history.  Previous editions
were held wholly or partially in the United Arab Emi-
rates over security fears. A deadly 2009 attack on the
Sri Lanka team bus halted international cricket tours
to Pakistan, but visits are gradually resuming follow-
ing an improvement in security. —AFP
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PARIS: FIFA president Gianni Infantino on Monday urged
authorities to use “the power of football” to reinforce im-
portant messages in the fight against coronavirus, prom-
ising initiatives with the World Health Organization. “I
highly recommend you to also at your level use the power
of football to send out and spread these key messages,”
Infantino wrote in an open letter, seen by AFP, to FIFA’s
members and stakeholders.

“Most importantly, the football authorities must take
all necessary measures to prevent the virus spreading to
the wider community,” he said. 

“In partnership with the WHO, we are launching aware-
ness building initiatives designed to provide practical rec-
ommendations and steps to tackle the spread of
COVID-19.” Infantino also suggested football could play

a crucial role in helping society recover from the pandemic.
The coronavirus has infected more than 175,000 people
across the world since it was first identified in central China
in late December. It has claimed 7,000 deaths, according
to an AFP tally. “Sport in general and football, in particular,
can — and I believe will — play a big part in helping our
world recover once we have, hopefully sooner rather than

later, returned to normality,” said Infantino.
UEFA will hold a crisis meeting on Tuesday to deter-

mine whether to postpone Euro 2020, which is due to take
place for the first time in a dozen different cities spread
across the continent from June 12 to July 12. Europe’s top
leagues have already suspended competition due to the
outbreak of the virus. — AFP
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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

Bayern Munich v Chelsea FC 23:00

beIN Sports

FC Barcelona v SSC Napoli 23:00

beIN Sports

SYDNEY: As events are scrapped around the world to
counter the threat of coronavirus, a handful of Aus-
tralia’s main sports are doggedly pressing ahead,
spurred by fear of financial ruin. While major competi-
tions elsewhere have suspended their seasons in hopes
of curbing the pandemic, rugby league and football
have chosen to continue playing to empty stadiums
after the government banned public gatherings of more
than 500 people.

Players from the country’s most popular spectator
sport, Australian Rules (AFL), have stated they too want
to carry on, with a decision still pending on whether
games are played this week as scheduled.

At stake is not only Australian fans’ deep thirst for
watching their favourite teams, but lucrative broadcast
commitments, with television money their lifeblood.
Making matters worse, the spiralling virus threat has
struck at the start of the season for rugby league and
AFL — both big industries in their own right.

The National Rugby League (NRL) only kicked off
last weekend and the AFL is due to get underway to-
morrowday. According to Sydney’s Daily Telegraph,
every weekend of rugby league is worth around Aus$1.2
million (US$740,000) to each of the 16 clubs in TV
rights, not to mention ticket sales, corporate hospitality,
merchandise, and food and beverage income.

In confirming round two would go ahead without
fans, Australian Rugby League Commission chairman
Peter V’landys warned of dire consequences to the vi-
ability of a sport seen as part of Australia’s social fabric.
“I can’t stress enough that our game has never faced
such challenges. The longer it takes, the more pressure
on our financial viability,” he said. “Our money will only
last so long, and once it’s extinguished, we are in big
trouble.”

Broadcasters do not have to pay if games aren’t
played, the NRL said on its website, and V’landys has
urged the government to help the sport as part of its
nearly $18 billion coronavirus economic stimulus pack-
age. The NRL announced a Aus$30 million surplus in
its most recent financial results, but its reserves won’t
last long if games are cancelled and salaries still need
to be paid. Phil Gould, an influential ex-player, coach,
administrator and current television pundit, questioned
why the game’s financial model had not left it with a big-
ger war chest.

“We’ve got to learn from what we’ve done in the past
and ask ourselves why we are so vulnerable as a code
right at the moment because we have to close down for
a season,” he said.

Some players have voiced concerns about games
going ahead, saying the cancellation of global events,
including the Australian Grand Prix after a McLaren
team member tested positive, should be setting off
alarm bells.

NRL chief Todd Greenberg said he had listened to
all opinions, but “it remains our plan to continue to play
games in round two this weekend”.

DOOMSDAY SCENARIO 
The massively popular AFL faces a similar dooms-

day scenario, with its blockbuster season-opener be-
tween Richmond and Carlton at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground set to kick off with no one there. Ordinarily,
they would expect a bumper crowd.

“A crowd of high 80s, 90,000, would probably re-
turn a gate of Aus$1.2 to Aus$1.4 million. That’s one
game. You extrapolate that and it’s a big number,” said
Richmond chief executive Brendon Gale.

The players’ union on Tuesday said there was over-
whelming support to keep playing, but AFL administra-
tors deferred their decision pending updated health
advice. In a bid to keep costs down, the AFL has en-
couraged clubs to make cutbacks, which will likely
mean lay-offs and redundancies. Players have report-
edly been asked to take a 20 percent pay cut.

“Football will find a way through,” AFL chief Gillon
McLachlan insisted. In contrast, Super Rugby, which in-
volves Australian rugby union teams, has suspended all
fixtures while Cricket Australia, whose home season
was coming to a close, did the same.

Football is not as popular in Australia as rugby
league and AFL, but it has a faithful following and also
intends to keep the domestic A-League going. “The fi-
nancial impact on the sport is something at some point
we are going to get to,” said FFA chief James Johnson.
“But our priority right now is to ensure our people are
safe.” Ten of the 11 A-League teams are Australian, with
the exception of New Zealand’s Wellington Phoenix.
They face being quarantined for a fortnight on arrival
in Australia, where they will base themselves for the rest
of the season, and then for another 14 days when re-
turning home. Club legend Paul Ifill said Phoenix’s de-
cision to shift to Australia was “ridiculous”. “They’ve got
to suspend (the season) and see where it’s at in a
month,” he said. —AFP
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