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Southgate eyes
Euro 2020 semis as
barometer of success
LONDON: Having reached two semi-finals during his
tenure England manager Gareth Southgate says he
and the team will have failed if they miss out on the last
four of Euro 2020. Southgate’s side defied expecta-
tions to reach the 2018 World Cup semi-finals.

They have been drawn with Croatia, who beat
them in the semi-finals of the World Cup, the Czech
Republic and old rivals Scotland. They will have home
advantage in playing all their group games at
Wembley.

“Yeah, it probably will,” said Southgate when
asked whether falling short of the last four would be a
failure. “I think we’re realistic about that, we have to
live with that expectation. Are we ready to win? Well,
we’ve been to two semi-finals so the next step is to
try to go further.”

Southgate — whose missed spot kick in the Euro
96 semi-final penalty shootout proved decisive against
eventual champions Germany — said it pleased him
there was such a buzz in the country surrounding the
team.  “We know the excitement around the team and
it’s great, we’re now relevant,” said Southgate.

‘He is phenomenal’
Southgate included key players Manchester United

skipper Harry Maguire and Liverpool captain Jordan
Henderson in his 26-man squad despite both still
recovering from injuries. He admitted both face a battle
to be fit for the opening group game against Croatia
on June 13 but their presence in a young squad was a
bonus. With an average age of 25 years and three
months, England will go into the tournament with one
of the youngest squads.

“We know exactly where he is at,” Southgate said
regarding Maguire’s availability. “Our medical team
have been with him in Manchester and he hasn’t trav-
elled to join up with us. Maguire and Henderson both
have a bit to do to be available but the possibility is
that they can play a part and the fact is that they are
such fantastic characters to have around the group.
Henderson, with his leadership and presence, is having
an effect on other people, especially the younger ones.
Given we were able to pick 26, the opportunity to have
those two with us was a straightforward one.”

One of those youngsters that could benefit from the
advice of 30-year-old Henderson and Maguire, 28, is
17-year-old Jude Bellingham. The twice-capped
Borussia Dortmund midfielder will be the second-
youngest England player to go to a major tournament
after Theo Walcott in 2006. —AFP

COPENHAGEN: Kasper Schmeichel has his boots planted
firmly on the ground but the 34-year-old Denmark goal-
keeper dreams of repeating his father’s sensational Euro
1992 title. “You’ve got to dream big ... and the question
we’ve got to ask ourselves is ‘Why not us?’” the keeper
recently told Danish TV2.

His father Peter was the hero of Denmark’s unexpected
European championship victory in Sweden almost 30
years ago. With his 129 caps from 1987 to 2001 and long
career with Manchester United, Peter Schmeichel is a liv-
ing legend.

Kasper Schmeichel — tall, blond and strapping like his
father — has made a name for himself as well. Since 2011
he has played for Leicester, the surprise 2016 Premier
League champions, and registered 60 caps for Denmark,
including a brilliant performance at the 2018 World Cup.

As he approaches the end of his career, he hopes to
fulfill his boyhood dream of winning the Euro, after
Denmark, currently ranked 10th in the FIFA standings,
failed to qualify in 2016. “When you’re little and you play
football, what do you dream of, playing or winning?
Obviously you dream of winning!” he said with a smile.

“We’ve got a good team, I think. And we’ve racked up
some good results and good showings in the past few
years,” he added. “When you look at the results that we
can achieve when the pressure is on, we have every reason
to be optimistic.”

But apart from the fact that Denmark are not a favorite
and that there will be a Schmeichel standing between the
posts, there are not many similarities with 1992. Back then,
Denmark — called up at the last minute after Yugoslavia
were excluded over the war in the Balkans — were not at
all prepared and managed to turn their relaxed approach
to triumph.

Out of the shadows
There’s no need for the squad to feel the shadow of

1992 hanging over them, Poul Ferdinand, sports reporter at
daily Ekstra Bladet, told AFP. “Before the Euros in 1992, the
team wasn’t playing very well, there were conflicts with
management. Today it’s different, the team is strong and
well organized,” he said.

Schmeichel, who grew up and played his entire career
in the shadow of his father’s exploits, agreed, saying there’s
no reason to feel intimidated by the past. “The surname’s
definitely not been a help, that’s for sure, but it’s got no rel-
evance to me at all,” he told the BBC several years ago.
“That’s my name, I’ve always fielded those questions from
the media, but I just get on with it.”

“I think it would be easier to play a different sport.”
Denmark finished second in their qualifying group behind
Switzerland but ahead of the Republic of Ireland, going
undefeated while scoring 23 goals and conceding just six
in eight games.

“The style has changed a bit” in recent years, said
Ferdinand. While head coach Kasper Hjulmand has main-
tained the strong defensive game developed by former
coach Age Hareide, “he also attacks more”.

At the 2018 World Cup, Denmark’s play was lackluster
but solid, enabling them to advance to the round of 16
where they fell to eventual runners-up Croatia on penal-
ties despite Schmeichel’s heroics. “It should be extremely
difficult (for our opponents) to score ... but at the same
time we have to increase our ball possession closer to our
opponent’s goal,” Hjulmand said ahead of the Euro.

In addition to Schmeichel, Denmark will be counting on
experienced defender and team captain Simon Kjaer as
well as midfielders Christian Eriksen and Pierre-Emile
Hojbjerg. Home fans will play their part too, as the Danes

will stay in Copenhagen for their three Group B matches,
meeting Finland on June 12, top-ranked Belgium on June
17 and Russia on June 21. 

“Expectations are pretty high but ... we’re realistic, to

make it to the semi-finals would be good,” Ferdinand said.
“The first objective is to qualify from the group stage in
the best shape possible to continue our mission,” Hjulmand
said as he presented his squad. —AFP

‘Why not us?’ Schmeichel dreams
of Denmark 1992 Euro repeat

BRIGHTON: In this file photo taken on March 6, 2021 Leicester City’s Danish goalkeeper Kasper Schmeichel
warms up for the English Premier League football match between Brighton and Hove Albion and Leicester
City at the American Express Community Stadium in Brighton, southern England. —AFP

Finland hope for
a ‘Pukki party’
at Euro debut
HELSINKI: When Finland’s players step onto the
pitch at their first ever European Championship, the
Nordic nation’s hopes will be pinned on star striker
Teemu Pukki repeating his recent goalscoring suc-
cess. Pukki’s 10 goals in qualifying propelled
Finland to their first major tournament, while his
attacking prowess this season was key as Norwich
City secured promotion back to the English
Premier League.

“Of course, Pukki plays a huge role in our
squad,” Finland manager Markku Kanerva said last
week, adding that the side has “waited decades” to
qualify for the finals of a major championship.  In a
country of 5.5 million where ice hockey reigns
supreme, Finland’s Euro debut has caused the pop-
ularity of football to skyrocket, with Pukki as the
sport’s new figurehead.

Celebratory “Pukki parties” erupted after the
team qualified, while cans of “Norwich City craft
beer” now line Finnish supermarket shelves, bear-
ing Pukki’s face on the yellow label. “But I’m
always emphasizing the team effort,” Kanerva is
quick to add. “He’ll need the other players to help
him score goals.” 

For that, Kanerva will be able to call on the
likes of midfielder Glen Kamara, formerly of
Arsenal and now of Rangers, and Bundesliga-

based Joel Pohjanpalo, as well  as Bayer
Leverkusen goalkeeper Lukas Hradecky. New tal-
ents Marcus Forss of Brentford and Pafos’ Onni
Valakari also made the squad.

The 21-year-olds both scored on their interna-
tional debut last November, inflicting a shock 2-0
defeat on world champions France. “We’ll have to
defend very well against the top teams, that’s for
sure,” Kanerva said, adding that Finland’s unity and
level-headedness are among their strengths. 

Icelandic inspiration
The “Eagle Owls”, 54th in the FIFA rankings, will

face Denmark, Russia and world number one
Belgium in the group stage. “We’re the underdogs
in this tournament but I think that’s something we
like to be, it gives us power to show that we can
really compete at that level,” Pukki told a press
conference in Helsinki last week.

The team will be looking for inspiration from
Iceland, whose remarkable success during the last
European Championship in France saw them knock
out England on their way to the quarter-finals,
roared on by huge support and their “Viking
Thunder Clap”.

Kanerva admitted that he recently invited
Iceland’s then manager, Lars Lagerback, to share
with his squad the secrets of “the Icelandic mira-
cle”. With vastly reduced crowds this time round
due to Covid-19, however, only a fraction of the
30,000 Finnish fans who originally bought tickets
to Euro 2020 are expected to be able to attend.

Late bloomer 
At 31, Teemu Pukki was something of a late

bloomer:  h is  career began in 2006 but his
knack for notching up goals only truly came to
light once he signed for Danish side Brondby in
2014. He moved to Norwich on a free transfer
in 2018, promptly scoring 29 times in his first
season.—AFP

ST GALLEN: In this file photo taken on March 31, 2021
Finland’s forward Teemu Pukki controls the ball next to
Finland’s midfielder Robert Taylor during a friendly
football match between Switzerland and Finland at the
Kybunpark Stadium in St Gallen, Switzerland. —AFP

Brazil races clock,
chaos to pull off
Copa America
SAO PAULO: Brazil confirmed Tuesday it has agreed to
stand in as emergency host for the troubled Copa America,
though the threats of a COVID-19 surge, political divisions
and a court battle still loom over the tournament.

Organizers raised eyebrows Monday when they
named Brazil as replacement hosts for Argentina because
of a COVID-19 surge in the latter — apparently over-
looking the fact that Brazil has the second-highest death
toll in the pandemic.

Further doubts about the fate of the 2021 edition of the
world’s oldest running international football tournament
emerged when Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro’s chief of
staff, Luiz Eduardo Ramos, said the decision was not yet final.

However, both Bolsonaro and Ramos said Tuesday the

tournament was a go. “Brazil will host the Copa America,” the
far-right president said, saying the governors of Rio de
Janeiro, Mato Grosso do Sul and Goias had agreed for their
states to play hosts, plus the capital, Brasilia, and a fifth yet to
be named. Ramos tweeted: “Confirmed: the Copa America
will be held in Brazil.”

Bolsonaro said matches would be held without fans.
Media reports had indicated the South American football
confederation, CONMEBOL, was pushing to allow some
fans, at least for the final. There are still plenty of potential
pitfalls ahead as organizers race to pull together the June 13-
July 10 championships.

At least six of Brazil’s 27 states have said they will not
host matches because of the pandemic. Opposition politi-
cians meanwhile petitioned the Supreme Court to block the
tournament, saying it would not be safe. They included the
Workers’ Party (PT) of leftist ex-president Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva, who currently leads Bolsonaro in the polls for
Brazil’s October 2022 presidential elections.

‘Insanity’
It has been an uphill battle to make the Copa America

happen this year. Already delayed by 12 months because of

the pandemic, it was supposed to be co-hosted by Colombia
and Argentina. But CONMEBOL nixed the former on May
20 because of violent anti-government protests, and the lat-
ter on Sunday because of a surge of COVID-19.

Brazil, which hosted in 2019, has some advantages: a large
economy, experience organizing big events and stadiums left
over from the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics. But has
also recorded more than 460,000 deaths from COVID-19,
second only to the United States. The coronavirus curve in
Brazil has declined recently, from a weekly average of more
than 3,000 deaths a day in April to about 1,800.

But experts say state and local officials lifted restrictions
too soon, with just 10.5 percent of Brazil’s 212 million people
fully vaccinated. They warn rising infections and hospital
occupancy rates indicate a new surge is coming, fueled by
the spread of new variants. “It’s impossible to describe the
insanity of trying to hold an event of this magnitude here
now,” said infectious disease specialist Jose David Urbaez.

“The worst phases (of the pandemic in Brazil) in 2020
were three to four times smaller than what we’re seeing
today. We have this false sense that things have gotten better.
The reality is, we’re still in a terrible phase of very rapid
spread,” he told AFP. —AFP


