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PARIS: While a select quartet of Europe’s heavy-
weights battle for the Nations League crown this week,
Germany, England, Portugal and Denmark will train
their sights on locking down a place at next year’s
World Cup in Qatar. European champions Italy, Spain,
France and Belgium take center stage contesting the
Final Four in Milan and Turin, but five of the 10 auto-
matic World Cup qualifying spots could be secured
come next Tuesday.

Denmark appear the most likely to complete the job,
knowing wins over Moldova and Austria will secure
top spot in Group F. Kasper Hjulmand’s Euro 2020
semi-finalists are the only country with a 100 percent
record. Denmark have scored 22 goals in six games
without reply, and thrashed Moldova 8-0 at home in
the reverse fixture.

Four-time world champions Germany have bounced
back from a shock loss to North Macedonia in March,
surging four points clear in Group J after Hansi Flick
began his reign last month with three wins from three,
including a 6-0 thumping of Armenia.

“The games I’ve seen have been super. I was in
Stuttgart for the game against Armenia, and the game,
the goals and the atmosphere were all top tier,” said
Bayern Munich forward Thomas Mueller. “We’ve got
some good momentum going into these games, so we
want to keep that going.”

Germany can avenge their defeat by the Macedo-
nians on October 11 in Skopje, three days after the visit
of Romania — one of four teams realistically still in
contention. Home and away victories for the Germans
would effectively seal their place at the 2022 World
Cup unless second-placed Armenia secure maximum

points from games in Iceland and Romania.
England, semi-finalists and runners-up at the past

two major tournaments, could clinch qualification by
beating Andorra and Hungary if other results in Group
I go their way. Gareth Southgate’s side conceded a
stoppage-time equalizer in Poland last time out, snap-
ping a run of five straight wins in the section. England
haven’t failed to win back-to-back qualifiers since los-
ing to Russia and Croatia in November 2007, results
that saw them miss out on Euro 2008.

Ronaldo returns
Manchester City forward Raheem Sterling says

wrapping up a place in Qatar, whether it be this month
or in November, would just be the first step towards
the ultimate goal of lifting the trophy. “We’re not happy
with doing well and putting on a show for the country,
we genuinely wanted to come home with that trophy
(at Euro 2020) and that’s the mentality in the squad
now,” Sterling told Sky Sports. “It was class, we went
to the final but we want to win, we want to make his-

tory, and I think that’s the message since day one when
Gareth came in.”

Cristiano Ronaldo returns from suspension as Por-
tugal attempt to keep Serbia at bay in Group A. The
all-time top scorer in men’s international football,
Ronaldo will lead his side against Luxembourg after
Portugal host Qatar in a friendly this Friday.

The inaugural Nations League winners could the-
oretically qualify for the World Cup with two games to
spare, but only if Serbia slip up against both Luxem-
bourg and Azerbaijan. Belgium’s attention will be on a
Nations League semi-final clash with France, although
the world’s top-ranked team could also punch their
ticket to Qatar pending the fortunes of Czech Republic
and Wales in Group E.

Sweden can leapfrog Spain with victories over
Greece and Kosovo in Group B, while Switzerland
could move level on points with Italy in Group C if they
overcome Northern Ireland and Lithuania. Finland
stand the best chance of catching France in Group D.
They trail the world champions by seven points but
have game in hand against Ukraine and Kazakhstan.
The Finns then host Les Bleus in the final round of
matches on November 16.

Norway must do without the injured Erling Haaland
in key games against Turkey and Montenegro. Stale Sol-
bakken’s side are tied with the Netherlands atop Group
G on 13 points as they target a first World Cup since
1998. Turkey have replaced coach Senol Gunes with for-
mer Germany international Stefan Kuntz after a crushing
6-1 loss to the Netherlands. Croatia, the 2018 World Cup
runners-up, and Russia are the pacesetters in Group H,
but Slovakia cannot be discounted either. — AFP

Race for World Cup berths heats up in Europe

HAMBURG: Germany’s head coach Hans-Dieter Flick (center) overseas a training session yesterday Hamburg, northern Germany, before their football 2022 World Cup qualifier 1st round group J match Germany v Romania
scheduled tomorrow. — AFP

Five of 10 automatic qualifying spots could be secured next week

Germany, England,
Portugal, Denmark 

poised to qualify

Focused Brazil have
one eye on World
Cup qualification
MONTEVIDEO: After last month’s turbulent round
of World Cup qualification matches, for their next
games Brazil can boast a full squad and a clear ob-
jective: Booking their ticket for Qatar. The Selecao
have a perfect record of eight wins from their eight
qualifiers so far ahead of today’s trip to Venezuela,
followed by a clash away to Colombia on Sunday and
the visit of Uruguay next week.

Three more victories could possibly secure Brazil’s
qualification in record time. “Obviously it’s always
good to qualify as soon as possible,” said Juventus’s
30-year-old fullback Alex Sandro. “However, we al-
ways think about playing to win, playing our best,
showing everything we’ve been working on. In the
next games we’re going to do our best to secure
qualification.”

Brazil will also hope to avoid the chaos of last
month’s qualifiers when coach Tite was shorn of nine
members of his original squad — including the likes of
Chelsea’s Thiago Silva, Liverpool trio Alisson, Roberto
Firmino and Fabinho, Manchester City duo Ederson
and Gabriel Jesus, and Manchester United’s Fred —
and saw their clash with Argentina abandoned after
just 10 minutes by Brazilian public health officials.

COVID was largely to blame for both issues, with
English clubs refusing to release their players due to
quarantine obligations — a matter that has since been
resolved between the British and Brazilian govern-
ments. Likewise, Brazil’s COVID regulations were be-
hind the health officials’ actions after Argentina

fielded four English-based players despite them
being required to quarantine for two weeks upon ar-
rival in Brazil.

‘Frustrated’
Those issues have now been confined to the past,

although there is still no news on when the match will
be replayed. And for Leeds United winger Raphinha
it’s a major relief after his first call-up to the Brazilian
squad was aborted by his club’s refusal to release him.
“I was very difficult, I was very frustrated. Of course,
I was hoping until the last minute that I could come,”
Raphinha said about the experience. “All I could do
was keep calm, keep working hard, because I knew
there would be another call-up in a few weeks time.”

It has all worked out well for Raphinha, who has
been in fine form in the English Premier League. “It’s
a very happy moment in my career and in my life,” he
added. Despite their depleted squad last time out,
Brazil still won 1-0 away to Chile and beat Peru 2-0
at home with a goal from Neymar, who is suspended
against Venezuela.

Brazil lead the single South American qualifying
table by six points from Argentina and their in-
form Lionel Messi, who last week opened his ac-
count for Paris Saint-Germain with a wonder goal
to seal a 2-0 Champions League win over Man-
chester City. Unbeaten Argentina travel to
Paraguay today, host Uruguay on Sunday and then
entertain Peru next week.  —AFP

EZEIZA: Argentina’s forward Lionel Messi (center) eyes the ball during a training session in Ezeiza, Buenos
Aires yesterday, ahead of a FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022 qualifier football match against Paraguay to be held
in Asuncion today. — AFP

China suffer familiar
sinking feeling in
World Cup pursuit
HONG KONG: A familiar sense of crisis
threatens to envelop Chinese football with the
men’s national team heading into crunch 2022
World Cup qualifiers still looking for their first
point and first goal. China under President Xi
Jinping have grand plans to become a leading
football power, with ambitions to host and even
win the World Cup one day.

But the country of 1.4 billion people has
reached the World Cup only once, in 2002, and
Li Tie’s side were soundly beaten 3-0 by Aus-
tralia in their opening match of this final round
of Asian qualifying for Qatar, then lost 1-0 to old
rivals Japan.

Despite boasting Espanyol’s Wu Lei and
Brazilian-born Elkeson in attack, the side failed
to register an attempt on goal in 180 minutes of
football and the pressure is building on former
Everton midfielder Li. That pressure will ratchet
up significantly if they do not beat Vietnam
today in the United Arab Emirates, where the
match is taking place because of the coron-
avirus. China then face Saudi Arabia next week.

China and Vietnam occupy the bottom two
places of the six-nation Group B table — Viet-
nam have at least scored one goal. Only the
teams that finish in the top two in Group A and
Group B are guaranteed to reach Qatar. Two
rounds of matches over the next two weeks will
go a long way to deciding who books their tick-
ets for 2022.

China’s talisman Wu came on as a substitute
in Espanyol’s 2-1 win over Real Madrid in La
Liga and then jetted over to the UAE to join his
international team-mates. “It’s an important win
for my club and I hope to bring the momentum
to the national team,” the 29-year-old said, ac-
cording to Xinhua news agency.

Wu’s team-mates have been training in Shar-
jah for nearly one month and under strict meas-
ures to avoid coronavirus infections. “I know it’s
a difficult time for the team since the long closed
training period could affect the players’ mental-
ity,” Wu added. “But all of us have the same goal
— which is to win this game, and we are confi-
dent that we will achieve it.”

In-form Australia, who top the group with a
perfect six points, face Oman and then have an
eye-catching clash with Japan in Saitama. “We
don’t look too far ahead,” said Australia coach
Graham Arnold. “Yes it’s been a great start, but
I expect that to continue.”

Japan, who impressed in reaching the last 16
at the 2018 World Cup, suffered a shock 1-0 de-
feat to Oman in their opening match of the third
qualifying stage and veteran defender Yuto Na-
gatomo says that “we don’t have any margin for
error”.  Today they face a Saudi side who have
won both matches so far. “They tend to have
more of the possession but that leaves gaps in
behind,” said Nagatomo. In Group A, Iran lead
the way with six points, with South Korea sec-
ond on four. They meet next week. —AFP


