
Belgium battle past Wales in thriller, 
Italy win in World Cup qualifying

Italy bounce back as Belgium escape, while Haaland and Modric star in qualifiers

• Italy beat Moldova 
2-0 after Norway loss

• Spalletti exits 
Italy post with win

• De Bruyne nets  as 
Belgium edge Wales 
4-3 after late drama

• Haaland scores in 
Norway’s win vs Estonia

• Modric scores in 
Croatia’s 5-1 thrashing

AFP | Paris

Belgium held off a bat-
tling Wales and Italy gave 
sacked coach Luciano 

Spalletti a winning send-off in 
World Cup qualifying on Mon-
day.

Elsewhere Manchester City 
star Erling Haaland’s goal lift-
ed Norway past Estonia, Luka 
Modric was among the scorers 
in Croatia’s 5-1 rout of the Czech 
Republic, and the Faroes Islands 
left it late to down Gibraltar 2-1.

Giacomo Raspadori and An-
drea Cambiaso scored in each 
half as Italy beat Moldova 2-0 to 
inject a smidgeon of pride back 
in the Azzurri camp after last 
week’s 3-0 thrashing by Norway 
which cost Spalletti his job.

The Italians trail Norway by 
nine points in European quali-
fying group I by nine points and 
are at risk of missing out on a 
third straight World Cup.

Even though they have played 
two games less their ticket to the 
United States, Canada and Mex-
ico next year is far from certain.

Only top spot in each group 
guarantees automatic qualifi-
cation with Italy’s best hopes 
appearing to rest on finishing 
second and reaching the play-
offs.

“When you’re the national 

team coach you have no excuses, 
it’s you who selects the squad,” 
said Spalletti to public broad-
caster Rai.

“It’s the coach who has to 
make the difference and unfor-
tunately I wasn’t able to do that.”

Over in Brussels Belgium 
raced to a three-goal lead over 
Wales courtesy of Romelu Luka-
ku, Youri Tielemans and Jeremy 
Doku inside half an hour.

Wales, though, rallied through 
a Harry Wilson penalty, Sorba 
Thomas and Brennan Johnson 
to stun the side ranked eighth 

in the world.
But De Bruyne rode to his na-

tion’s rescue, as he has so often 
in a stellar career, by steering in 
Tielemans’ perfect cross in the 
88th minute.

It left Wales sitting second 
in Group J, one point behind 
North Macedonia, 1-0 winners 
over Kazakhstan, and three in 
front of Belgium, who have two 
games in hand.

This was Wales manager Craig 
Bellamy’s first defeat in his first 
10 matches in charge.

Wales captain Ben Davies told 

the BBC: “Getting back as close 
as we did is probably why it’s as 
painful as it is.

“We knew we could do a lot 
better. You could see in the sec-
ond half, we managed to nick a 
goal before half-time and it gave 
us something to hang on to and 
we pushed them close.

“We have plenty more games 
we just have to focus on our-
selves and hopefully results go 
our way.”

Yesterday Netherlands were 
set to host Malta in Groningen 
hoping to make it two wins from 
two and close the gap on Poland, 
who have a stiff test in Finland, 
in Group G.

World Cup 2026 host cities say fans ‘welcome’
AFP | Miami

American World Cup host 
city officials assured Mon-

day that overseas fans would be 
welcome at next year’s tourna-
ment in the United States, Can-
ada and Mexico despite “uncer-
tainty” amid ongoing concerns 
over visas, border controls and 
social unrest.

In a briefing in New York that 
came just over a year from the 
opening game of the tourna-
ment on June 11, 2026, officials 
said President Donald Trump’s 
administration remained “ex-
tremely supportive” of the 
World Cup.

Since returning to power, 
Trump has started a global 
trade war, threatened to annex 
Canada and launched a border 
crackdown that has led to harsh 
treatment of foreign visitors at-
tempting to enter the United 
States.

Trump’s immigration offen-
sive has in turn led to civil un-
rest, with clashes in Los Angeles 
over the weekend triggered by 
large-scale raids last week.

Eleven American cities will 
host the bulk of the games at 
next year’s World Cup, which 
is being co-hosted by three na-
tions for the first time and has 
been expanded to include 48 
teams.

Executives from the local or-
ganising committees for the 11 
US World Cup venues gathered 
in New York on Monday to brief 

on logistical aspects of the tour-
nament, including transporta-
tion, stadium access, fan zones 
as well as general access to the 
United States.

“For each of our cities, we 
want to be prepared to make 
any person that is coming and 
makes the decision to come to 
the United States or come to 
this World Cup feel that they are 
welcome,” said Meg Kane, head 
of the Philadelphia organising 
committee.

 ‘Extremely supportive’ 
Kane said while officials were 

planning “within uncertainty” 
due to matters taking place at 
national and international level, 
the Trump administration was 
firmly behind the tournament.

“We do not play a role neces-

sarily in what is happening in 
terms of the decisions that are 
made,” Kane said. “What we 
can say is that the current ad-
ministration -- while there are 
certain situations that we are 
monitoring closely -- has been 
extremely supportive of FIFA 
World Cup.”

Alex Lasry, the chief execu-
tive of the New York/New Jer-
sey World Cup committee said 
officials were bracing for “mil-
lions” of fans inside and outside 
the stadiums irrespective of the 
political climate.

“I think sports transcends 
geopolitics,” Lasry told AFP. “I 
think we’ve seen that for Olym-
pics. We’ve seen it for other 
World Cups, in Qatar or Russia.

“People want to come to 
these mega sporting events, and 

they’re going to travel to ensure 
that they’re able to cheer on and 
see their team play.

“Our job as a host commit-
tee is to make sure that we are 
putting on an event and making 
sure that our city and our region 
is ready to welcome everyone 
who’s able to come to the World 
Cup,” added Lasry, who was pre-
viously an assistant secretary for 
tourism in President Joe Biden’s 
government.

Los Angeles World Cup com-
mittee vice-president Jason 
Krutzsch said organisers were 
working to ensure fans “under-
stand that they are welcome 
in Los Angeles and will have 
an amazing World Cup expe-
rience.”

Raducanu stars as women’s tennis 
makes historic return to Queen’s

AFP | London

Former US Open champi-
on Emma Raducanu stole 

the spotlight as women’s ten-
nis made a historic return to 
Queen’s Club for the first time 
in 52 years on Monday.

With the dust barely settled 
from the thrilling French Open 
titles won by Carlos Alcaraz 
and Coco Gauff last weekend, 
Queen’s marks the transition 
to grass courts and this year’s 
event is a milestone moment in 
the tennis calendar.

Since 1973, Queen’s has been 
solely an ATP event.

But a ground-breaking deal 
was struck last year to play a 
WTA 500 tournament in Bar-

ons Court before the men com-
pete from June 16.

Reigning Wimbledon cham-
pion Barbora Krejcikova, Aus-
tralian Open holder Madison 
Keys, 2022 Wimbledon win-
ner Elena Rybakina and world 
number five Zheng Qinwen are 
among the female stars set to 
feature at Queen’s this week.

But Raducanu, who fa-
mously won the US Open as an 
18-year-old qualifier in 2021, 
was the headline act on open-
ing day.

Fans queued for an hour to 
see the British star partnered 
with Katie Boulter in their 
6-4, 6-2 first round doubles 
win over Jiang Xinyu and Wu 
Feng-Hsien.

A view during a match at Queen’s Club

General view of the MetLife Stadium in East Rutherford, New Jersey

Despite ongoing 
concerns over visas, 
border controls, and 

social unrest following 
recent large-scale 

raids, US World Cup 
officials stated the 

Trump administration 
remains “extremely 
supportive” of the 

tournament
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Kevin De Bruyne has 
now been directly 

involved in 15 goals 
in his last 12 Belgium 
appearances (8 goals, 
7 assists), proving cru-
cial again with his late 
winner against Wales
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Italy’s head coach Luciano Spalletti shakes hands with Italy’s forward #20 Andrea Cambiaso (2L) 

Belgium’s midfielder #07 Kevin De Bruyne celebrates after scoring


