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LONDON: Today marks 100 days until the sched-
uled start of Euro 2020 but there remains much
uncertainty about exactly how and where a com-
petition that was postponed last year due to the
coronavirus pandemic will take place. The opening
match between Turkey and Italy is due to be
played in Rome on June 11, while seven matches
are set to go ahead at Wembley in London, includ-
ing both semi-finals and the final.

The decision by European football’s governing
body UEFA to stage the competition for the first
time all across the continent, in 12 different cities,
was a logistical challenge even before international
travel was restricted by the spread of COVID-19.
Elite-level football has managed to keep going
thanks to rigorous testing protocols but has been
played in soulless, empty stadiums with supporters
still shut out in most of the countries due to host
matches.

Underlining the logistical challenges, a num-
ber of UEFA Champions League and Europa
League games in recent weeks have been moved
to neutral venues as a result of travel restrictions
aimed at preventing the spread of new strains of
the virus.

UEFA has so far stuck to its original plan for
London and Glasgow, as well as Dublin,
Amsterdam, Copenhagen, Saint-Petersburg,
Bilbao, Munich, Budapest, Baku, Rome and
Bucharest to host matches. However, European
football’s governing body has given all host cities
until early April to say if they will be in a position
to accommodate spectators inside stadiums and at
what percentage of capacity.

“Fans are such a big part of what makes football
special,” said UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin
in his most recent public address on the matter in
January. “We must allow ourselves the maximum
space to allow their return to the stadiums.” 

England steps in?
The travel logistics, as well as the economic

consequences of playing an international tourna-
ment behind closed doors, have forced UEFA to
consider contingency plans. That has led to rumors
that the whole event could be moved to one coun-
try if it meant selling more tickets.

With the United Kingdom’s vaccination pro-
gram outstripping that of the other host nations,
and with multiple large Premier League stadiums
available to accommodate potentially thousands of
fans, reports have emerged that England could
step in to stage the entire tournament. A
spokesman for British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson dismissed those reports last week as “just
speculation”.

“How the tournament will be hosted is a matter
for UEFA,” he told reporters. “They remain com-
mitted to the current format of the tournament. We
are focused on the matches we are scheduled to
host in the UK, including seven at Wembley and
matches also being hosted at Hampden Park in
Glasgow.”

Under the British government’s roadmap out
of lockdown, crowds of up to 10,000 could be
allowed from May 17. A return to full crowds
would be permitted at the earliest by June 21.
The semi-finals and final take place on July 6, 7
and 11, but the first game scheduled for London
is on June 13.

Should all go to plan, full crowds would be able
to return for the final group game and last-16

match at Wembley. The Scottish government has
been more cautious, meaning the situation for
Glasgow is less clear.

Nevertheless, after nearly a year of football
behind closed doors, UEFA will be wary that inter-
est among some fans could be on the wane.
Conditions for supporters wishing to travel to fol-
low their teams may not be particularly comfort-
able either.

Ronan Evain, the executive director of Football
Supporters Europe, an independent fans associa-
tion, told AFP that “the most likely best-case sce-
nario will be that stadiums can be 25 to 30 percent
full” and said that many who had bought tickets
were now planning to cancel their bookings.

“It is possible that certain countries will not
allow ticket-holders in if they are not residents, or
that they will only be allowed in via a corridor of
special flights and bus transport from airport to
stadium,” he said. “That is not necessarily an
attractive prospect for everyone.”

Nevertheless, the prospect of crowds being
allowed, at least in some countries, and of lock-
downs across Europe easing over the summer
months, offers hope that enthusiasm for the tour-
nament will grow again. That is what UEFA is
banking on, but tough decisions lie ahead as to
who gets to play host. 

‘Big decisions’
Gareth Southgate has admitted he is facing

“big decisions” over which players to include in
England’s attack for the European
Championships. The tournament’s delay has given
the likes of Aston Villa’s Jack Grealish, an attack-
ing midfielder or winger, a chance to press his
claim, with England looking to win their first
major trophy in 55 years.

“Well, I can remember being at Middlesbrough
playing Tottenham and we were 2-1 up in the
game and Harry Redknapp put Robbie Keane and
Dimitar Berbatov on,” former Middlesbrough boss
Southgate told talkSPORT. “And I looked at my

bench and I had five kids from the academy. Now,
that’s a headache because you’re thinking ‘well, I’m
not quite sure how we turn this game around and
improve what we’ve got on the field’. When you’ve
got a choice of some outstanding talent, now of
course there’s big decisions you have to make. But
in the end, you know, some of these decisions are
sadly taken out of your hands. I mean, if I look at
the squad for March we’re already without Joe
Gomez, Jordan Henderson, Harvey Barnes. James
Justin, who we think has been doing exceptionally
well at Leicester, is going to be out. So, you know,
how many of these guys (are available)? There’s
others who aren’t playing at the moment. And then
actually it’s just a case of ‘right, who’s playing the
best’. Who do we think has the pedigree, who’s
performed at the high level before coupled with
who’s in the form, who fits into the way we want to
play with and without the ball? But what’s really
exciting is that for years we’ve talked about devel-
opment in English football and where are the cre-
ative players, how do we develop those types of
players. We’ve had root and branch reviews of
everything from, you know, grassroots football to
academy football to everything for decades and
we’ve now (got them).”

Meanwhile there has been an increase in the
number of England-qualified players appearing in
the Premier League. “Only 18 months or so ago
every Saturday we were about 30 percent of the
league English qualified players,” Southgate said.
“This year that’s up to 40 percent and that doesn’t
seem a lot, but when you think that the likes of
perhaps an Emile Smith Rowe, for example, get-
ting his opportunity at Arsenal. We know those
kids are there, we know the talent is there.”

This month also sees England in World Cup
qualifying action against San Marino, Albania and
Poland. “We’ve got three big World Cup qualifiers,
of course, in March because we’re only less than
18 months away from a World Cup as well so it’s
an amazing period for international football,” said
Southgate. —AFP

Euro 2020 shrouded in uncertainty
100 days before kick-off

Photo of the day

Eva Samkova seen in Dolni Morava, Czech Republic. —Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

Southgate facing ‘big decisions’ over England attack at Euros

UK govt backs bid to
host 2030 World Cup
LONDON: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson has
backed a potential joint bid from England, Scotland,
Wales, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland
to host the 2030 World Cup. The formal bidding
process to stage the tournament will be launched next
year by FIFA, world football’s governing body. A fea-
sibility study is underway as the football associations
in the UK and Ireland look into options for a joint bid.
In an interview with The Sun, Johnson said: “We are
very, very keen to bring football home in 2030. I do
think it’s the right place. It’s the home of football, it’s
the right time. It will be an absolutely wonderful thing
for the country.”

The English Football Association said on Twitter
that it welcomed “the Government’s pledge of £2.8
million towards a potential bid” for the 2030 World
Cup. A joint statement released by the FA and the
football associations of Scotland, Wales, Northern
Ireland and Republic of Ireland on Monday read: “The
football associations and Government partners of the
UK and Ireland are delighted that the UK Government
has committed to support a prospective five-associa-
tion bid for the 2030 FIFA World Cup. We will contin-
ue to undertake feasibility work to assess the viability
of a bid before FIFA formally open the process in
2022. Staging a FIFA World Cup would provide an
incredible opportunity to deliver tangible benefits for
our nations. If a decision is made to bid for the event,
we look forward to presenting our hosting proposals
to FIFA and the wider global football community.”

England have not hosted the World Cup since win-
ning the tournament for the only time in 1966. The 2022
World Cup will take place in Qatar, while the 2026
tournament is to be held in the United States, Canada
and Mexico. London, Glasgow and Dublin are among
the 12 host cities for the delayed 2020 European
Championship, which are scheduled to take place later
this year. —AFP

LEEDS: England’s manager Gareth Southgate gestures ahead of the English Premier League football
match between Leeds United and Aston Villa at Elland Road in Leeds, northern England on February
27, 2021. —AFP

Lord’s final on line
as India, England
back at scene
AHMEDABAD: India and England return to the
scene of last week’s hotly debated two-day Test
tomorrow with the hosts looking to secure a place in
the World Test Championship final. The first Test held
at the Narendra Modi Stadium, the world’s biggest
cricket venue, turned out to be one of the shortest in
history as England were thrashed inside two days.

The result, which left India 2-1 up in the four-Test
series and ruled England out of the world champi-
onship final, prompted accusations that the uber
spin-friendly pitch was not up to standard. England
skipper Joe Root returned the extraordinary figures
of five wickets for eight runs with his part-time off-
spin, in a day-night game that lasted just 842 balls —
the shortest Test since 1935.

Former England players demanded answers from
the International Cricket Council, accusing it of let-
ting the wealthy and powerful Indian board get away
with providing poor pitches. But West Indies great
Viv Richards said England should stop “moaning and
groaning” and adapt to the conditions.

The England team have largely stayed quiet dur-
ing the controversy, and bowling coach Jeetan Patel
said the tourists were looking for ways to repel
India’s spin attack. “I expect this Test to be on a spin-
ning wicket,” he told reporters. “We need to find a
way, if we won the toss particularly, to put on a
decent total first up.”

‘Who makes these rules?’
Spinner Jack Leach said there was more talk

about the pitch in the media than in the England
dressing room. “Still a hell of a lot for us to play
for,” said Leach, who has 16 wickets in the first
three Tests. “Obviously if we win this game we
draw the series. I think that will be a massive effort
over here and we should be really motivated to
make that happen.”

“In the dressing we are just trying to get better
and be prepared for this next match,” added Leach.
Virat Kohli’s India need a win or a draw to book a
clash with New Zealand in the inaugural World Test
Championship final. An England win would put
Australia into the decider at Lord’s in June.

Up to 55,000 fans, half of capacity, will be
allowed at the stadium, which was renamed after
India’s prime minister hours before last week’s third
Test. India’s premier spinner Ravichandran Ashwin
pushed back at criticism of the pitch, saying com-
mentators don’t get to decide what is a good or
bad wicket.

“What makes a good surface?” said Ashwin, who
passed 400 Test wickets in last week’s match. “Who
defines this? Seam on the first day and then bat well
and then spin on the last two days? Come on! Who
makes all these rules?”

Root, whose five-for came in India’s first innings
of 145, has conceded that England made selection
mistakes after their second successive loss. Dom
Bess is expected to join fellow spinner Leach in the
team in place of one of the fast bowlers. India will be
make at least one change after pace bowler Jasprit
Bumrah, who bowled just six overs last week, opted
out of the final Test for “personal reasons”. —AFP


