
MILAN: France have got their groove back as they 
prepare for the Nations League final against Spain 
on the back of a thrilling comeback win over 
Belgium which helped ease the pain of a poor Euro 
2020. Down by two goals at half-time on Thursday 
following quickfire strikes from Yannick Carrasco 
and Romelu Lukaku, a demoralizing run of results 
and performances appeared set to continue in Turin. 

However, driven by an exceptional display by 
Kylian Mbappe on his 50th France appearance, Les 
Bleus fought back to level and in a thrilling finale 
Theo Hernandez crashed home the last-minute win-
ner which set up an exciting final at the San Siro 
tonight. 

The Nations League might not be anywhere near 
as important as the World Cup or European 
Championship but the wild celebrations among the 
players and small pocket of France fans at the 
Allianz Stadium showed just how good it felt to play 
like world champions again. Asked where the win 

ranked on the list of his triumphs as France coach, 
Didier Deschamps said it was “one of the best”. 

“We had one of the best, if not the best teams in 
the world in front of us... but despite everything, and 
in a difficult situation we had both quality and pride, 
character when things don’t 
go our way,” he told 
reporters. Thursday’s win in 
Deschamps’ old stomping 
ground of Turin felt like 
catharsis following a fraught 
summer marked by the last-
16 elimination from the Euro 
at the hands of Switzerland. 

Mbappe in particular put 
in the sort of performance 
banished memories of the penalty miss that cost 
France against the Swiss and reminded people why 
Real Madrid tried to pry him away from Paris Saint-
Germain after the Euro, setting up France’s first and 

netting the spot-kick which took them level. 
 

‘We’re still here’ 
They now head to Milan with a new spring in 

their step, confident that they can see off a Spain 
side which stopped Italy’s 
record run of matches with-
out defeat at 37 with a 2-1 
win on Wednesday. “So we 
don’t win all our matches, we 
don’t win three, four or 5-0 
all the time but how many 
competitive matches do we 
win?” said Deschamps. “Ok, 
we were knocked out of the 
Euro by the Swiss, but the 

France national team is still here, and we’re still one 
of the best teams around.” 

Roberto Martinez said after a painful defeat for 
Belgium that his star-studded team couldn’t handle 

the weight of expectation that accompanies their 
matches, but on Sunday France will face opposition 
with a much more carefree disposition. 

The manner with which a Spanish side containing 
the youthful likes of 17-year-old Gavi swaggered 
around the San Siro at times on Wednesday sug-
gested that La Roja have genuine hope of success 
not just for the future, but also right now. 

Barcelona midfielder Gavi stunned with his matu-
rity as Spain’s youngest ever player but Yeremi Pino 
was also impressive when he replaced goal hero 
Ferran Torres early in the second half, making his 
international debut less than two weeks from his 
19th birthday. 

“It was a special match because we lost to them 
in the Euro semi-final, so what could be better than 
beating them on their own patch?” said Torres, 
whose first-half brace sank European champions 
Italy. “I’m really happy with the team, and the 
results keep coming.” — AFP 
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France pit their restored pride against 
youthful Spain in Nations League final

Italy, Belgium 
battle for 

third place

MADRID: Real Madrid’s on-form striker 
Karim Benzema has been dreaming of 
winning the Ballon d’Or since he was a lit-
tle boy, he told Spanish daily AS in an 
interview published yesterday. Benzema 
was selected on the long list of 30 for the 
2021 Ballon d’Or on Friday a day after 
scoring as France beat Belgium 3-2 and 
make the Nations League final. 

“I’ve been dreaming of winning it since 
I was a kid, we all do, all professional play-
ers,” said Benzema. “So I’ve been doing 
everything possible and will continue to do 
so, because I hope to win it and fulfil my 
childhood dream.” 

With nine goals in eight games for 
Madrid this season Benzema has flowered 
since Cristiano Ronaldo moved on two 
years ago. “What is important is that peo-
ple enjoy my football and that I feel happy 
and proud. There are strikers these days 
playing very well into their 30s and scor-
ing many goals,” said Benzema, who will 
be 34 in December. 

“Modern football allows for that,” he 
said. “It’s always a pleasure to be named on 
this list of the top 30 players, and I’ll keep 
it in a corner of my mind as an objective in 
the big matches.” France tackle Spain 
tonight in the Nations League final. “I’m 
sure it’ll be a huge final. Spain are a young 
team, but a very talented one. I just hope 
above all that it’s a great game,” he said. 

Six-time winner Lionel Messi and 
Cristiano Ronaldo, a five-time victor, were 
among the 30 names revealed for the 
Ballon d’Or award. The serial favorites face 
competition that includes Kylian Mbappe, 

Neymar, Karim Benzema, Jorginho and 
N’Golo Kante who are also considered as 
leading runners in the list unveiled by 
France Football magazine. The prestigious 
award was not handed out in 2020 due to 
the pandemic. There are also 20 women in 
the running for their own prize to be 
announced in Paris on November 29. 

French champions PSG can boast 
Messi, a winner in the Copa America this 
summer, and teammates Mbappe and 
Neymar who last season took the ambi-
tious club to the Champions League last-
four. Italian midfielder Jorginho gets the 
nod after helping Chelsea to the 
Champions League title as well as playing 
a major role as Italy won the delayed Euro 
2000. 

Chelsea teammate Kante, man of the 
match in the Champions League semi-final 
and final, is also on the list. Ronaldo, who 
was third in the 2019 Ballon d’Or vote 

behind Messi and Liverpool’s Virgil van 
Dijk, sees former Real Madrid teammate 
Karim Benzema also nominated. 

Also in the running are Bayern Munich’s 
Robert Lewandowski, the top scorer in 
Europe with 41 goals, as well as 
Dortmund’s Erling Braut Haaland, the 
Champions League’s best scorer with 10 
goals. England, the Euro 2020 finalists, are 
represented by Harry Kane, Mason Mount, 
Phil Foden and Raheem Sterling. 

Among the women, 2019 winner Megan 
Rapinoe, whose United States team were 
knocked out of the Olympics in the quar-
ter-finals, was missing from the nomina-
tions. Christine Sinclair, of Olympic gold 
medal winning Canada, is in the running. 
Champions League winners Barcelona are 
represented by Alexia Putellas, already 
voted UEFA’s best player, and Jennifer 
Hermoso, joint top-scorer in the 
Champions League.  — AFP

Benzema still 
dreaming of 
Balon d’Or

TURIN: France’s forward Karim Benzema reacts after a training session at the Olympic 
stadium in Turin, on Friday two days prior to the UEFA Nations League final football 
match between Spain and France. — AFP

TURIN: France’s forward Kylian Mbappe (left) celebrates with teammates after scoring a goal during the UEFA Nations League semi-final football match between Belgium and France at the Juventus stadium in 
Turin, on Thursday. — AFP
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KUWAIT: Kuwait shooters won 
three medals; one gold, one silver 
and one bronze at the Gulf Elite 
Airgun Shooting Tournament held 
online from October 7-9. The com-
petition was organized by the GCC 
shooting organizing committee with 
the participation of five GCC shoot-
ing federations. Kuwait’s Maryam 
Arzouki won the gold medal in the 
10-meter air rifle individual event, 
with Bahrain’s Marwa Alamairi sec-
ond and UAE’s Yasmeen Tahlak third. 

Kuwait’s team of Arzouki, Batool 
Ashkanani and Shamma Al-Rashidi 
won second place in the team event, 

with Bahrain first and UAE third. As 
for the men, Ali Al-Mutairi, Abdullah 
Al-Harby and Sultan Al-Osaimi 
took the bronze in the team event, 
as Saudi Arabia won gold and 
Bahrain silver. 

Secretary General of Kuwait and 
Arab Shooting Federations Obaid Al-
Osaimi, on behalf of the shooting 
community, dedicated the win to HH 
the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad 
Al-Jaber Al-Sabah and HH the 
Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, who 
always supported shooting and 
shooters and motivated them to 
make more achievements in the name 
of Kuwait.

Kuwait wins three medals 
in Gulf shooting tourney 


