
LONDON: The English Football League has an-
nounced a £50 million ($58 million) relief package
to assist financially stricken clubs during the shut-
down caused by the coronavirus. English football
is suspended as part of the worldwide bid to slow
the spread of the deadly COVID-19 virus. It is ex-
pected matches will not resume at the April 3 date
named by Football League and Premier League
chiefs as their hoped-for return.

Instead, the focus has moved to helping the
lower division clubs struggling with the financial
ramifications of the delay to the season. Some
teams fear they could be forced out of business if
football doesn’t return until after the summer. Fi-
nance was among the topics discussed at Wednes-
day’s EFL Board meeting, when a plan was agreed
to help ease the financial burden for cash-strapped
teams in the Championship, League One and
League Two - the second, third and fourth tiers of
English football.

“As part of the League’s continued contingency
planning, the Board heard the comments and ob-
servations from EFL Clubs, before discussing a
number of issues including the current financial
position and implications, insurance, regulatory
matters and broadcasting arrangements,” an EFL

statement said. “Discussions centered on financial
relief for Clubs in the short term and while there is
no one single solution, measures are to be put in
place to immediately assist with cash flow via a
£50million short-term relief package.”

The EFL board are reviewing the threat and
impact of the virus through a dedicated taskforce,
but they remain committed to finishing the season
if possible. “The primary objective, in order to pro-
tect competition integrity, is to deliver a successful
conclusion to the 2019-20 season, subject to the
overriding priority around health and well-being,”
the statement read. “Plans continue to be devel-
oped on the agreed principle that it is in the best
interests of the EFL and clubs to complete the cur-
rent season at the appropriate time.

“The EFL is continuing regular dialogue with
the government and relevant health authorities and,
as and when more information is known regarding
the scale and extent of the coronavirus outbreak
in this country, a decision will be taken on the re-
sumption of the league’s fixtures.” The EFL also
announced the postponement of the Football
League Trophy final between Portsmouth and Sal-
ford, which was scheduled to be played at Wemb-
ley in front of over 50,000 fans on April 5.—AFP 
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No relegation in
Japan top flight
this season 
TOKYO: Clubs in Japan’s top domestic soccer league
have agreed that there will be no relegation this sea-
son, the J League announced yesterday, with the
campaign severely disrupted by the coronavirus out-
break. The season was only one match old when the
decision was made to postpone matches. No fixtures
have been played since Feb 23. The pandemic has
brought the global sporting calendar to a standstill,
with top soccer leagues in Europe being put on hold
while the Euro 2020 tournament has been delayed
until next year.

Organizers of the Tokyo Olympics, however, have
insisted they are moving forward with the July 24 start
as planned despite concerns about the virus, which
has infected more than 212,000 people and killed over
8,700 in 164 nations. The J League also announced
that if 75% of the campaign is completed then the top
two teams in the second and third tiers of Japanese
soccer will automatically be promoted. If the top di-
vision, which currently has 18 teams, increases to 20
sides for the 2021 season then the league would fea-
ture four relegation spots. — Reuters

Football League chiefs agree £50m 
rescue package amid virus chaos

LIVERPOOL: This picture shows Everton’s Goodison Park football ground on the day that the club
should have played the Merseyside derby against Liverpool in the English Premier League, in
Liverpool. — AFP

ROME: “Everything will be fine. Stay at home.” Sassuolo
striker Francesco Caputo understood before everyone else.
The Italian’s reassuring message came hours before the
government halted all sport in the country amid the dev-
astating coronavirus pandemic. Italy was already worried,
the disease had done a lot of damage, and movement re-
strictions were about to be implemented.

It was March 9 and Europe was still playing football de-
spite the escalating health crisis. That night in Emilia-Ro-
magna, a region hard hit by the virus, home side Sassuolo
beat Brescia 3-0 in what would be the last match in an Ital-
ian championship since suspended. After the first of his
two goals, Caputo turned to a camera and held up a hand-
written message on a sheet of paper. “Andra tutto bene.
Restate a casa”: everything will be fine, stay home.

A few hours later, the head of the Italian government
Giuseppe Conte used the same words - “Stay at home” -
to explain to Italians the new draconian provisions put in
place to fight against the pandemic.  Since then, the con-
crete and reassuring message of “Ciccio” Caputo has made
its way even beyond the world of football. It is found in all
information and awareness-raising campaigns and even on
banners hanging from windows all over the country.

“It was my idea. I hadn’t told anyone. I wanted to get
this message across. It is a difficult period for the whole
nation,” said the 32-year-old. “We want to protect our

families. For example, at home I have my wife with three
children, not letting them leave home is very difficult but
we are very attentive to the rules.” But the player, currently
the second top Italian scorer in Serie A with 13 goals, be-
hind the untouchable Ciro Immobile (27), did not stop
there.

‘Maturity of a man’ 
Like many other footballers, now deprived of playing

time, he has become involved in helping raise funds for
those in the medical world, on the front line facing the
crisis which has killed nearly 3,000 and infected over
13,000 in Italy. He participated along with other Serie A
players in a juggling competition as part of a fundraiser
for hospitals. 

He also auctioned his No.9 jersey worn during the final
match this month, signed with the now famous motto
“Andra tutto Bene”.  The 2,500 euros ($2,600) raised were
donated to health authorities in Italy’s southern Puglia re-
gion, from where he hails. It was in this region, in the heel
of Italy, where Caputo started his career in his native Bari
under coach Antonio Conte.  “I will be forever grateful to
him. He launched me in Serie B, with Bari (in 2008) and that
day I scored a hat-trick,” explained Caputo. 

“Then he wanted me in Siena (2010-11). He taught me
the importance of sacrifice. With him, when you return
home, you’re totally exhausted.” His year in Siena under
Conte was the first of nine seasons for Caputo in Serie B.
After two seasons with Empoli, helping them to top-flight
promotion in 2018, his form has exploded this term since
joining Sassuolo last July. “He’s a master in the art of in-
depth attacking and marking,” said Sassuolo coach
Roberto De Zerbi. “He arrived late in Serie A. His strength
is that he takes advantage of all this with the maturity of
a man.”— AFP 

Caputo, the voice 
of optimism in 
Italian football


