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AFC Asian Cup:
Iran to face Palestine, Hong Kong, UAE in Group C

SOHEIL SAADATMANDI/FFIRI

< Sports Desk >

Iran was drawn against
Palestine, Hong Kong, and
the United Arab Emirates
in Group C of the 2023 AFC
Asian CupinQatar.

The draw for the conti-
nent’s flagship interna-
tional football event took
place in Doha on Thursday,
where the 24 teams were
splitintosixgroups.

The tournament was orig-
inally scheduled to be
played in June and July this
year but will kick off on
January 12 next year after
China withdrew from host-
ing due to the country’s
COVID-19restrictions.
Three-time champion Iran
will begin its quest for a
first title in 47 years with a
game against Palestine in
Al Rayyan’s Education City

StadiumonJanuary 14.
The two sides last met in a
friendly in 2018, which fin-
ished 1-1.

Palestine will be playing
in a third successive Asian
Cup, hoping to progress
beyond the group phase for
thefirsttime.

Amir Qalenoei’s men will
then take on Hong Kong at
the Khalifa International
Stadium on January 19 - in
arepeatofthedoublehead-
er in the previous World
Cup qualifiers, with Iran
coming out on top on both
occasions.

Hong Kong will make a
return to the continental
showdown after a 55-year
absenceinthefinals.
Iranwillbebackinthe Edu-
cation City Stadium for the
final round of the group fix-
tures to square off against

the UAE - runner-up on
home soil in 1996 - on Jan-
uary23.

Iran defeated the UAE by
one goal twice en route to
qualification for the 2022
World Cup.

The Emiratis hosted the
Asian Cup in 2019, when
their campaign finished
with a 4-0 defeat against
Qatarinthe semifinals.
“We will play at the high-
est level of international
footballin Asiasowe’renot
going to have an easy task
out there,” Qalenoei said
after the draw, adding: “All
the teams must have been
very strong to qualify for
the event and there won’t
be any such thing as easy
opponents.

“We will take it game by
game but we have to think
of facing teams like South

Korea, Japan, and Austra-
lia in the latter stages. The
Asian Cup has already be-
gun for us and we should
seize each and every sec-
ond of the upcoming train-
ing camps to prepare well
for the tournament,” said
Qalenoei, who replaced
Portuguese Carlos Queiroz
in March - back on Iran’s
bench 16 years after his
team suffered a shootout
defeat against South Korea
in the Asian Cup quarterfi-
nals.

Queirozled Iran to the semi-
finals in 2019, where his
menfelltoa3-0lossto]apan.
Othergroups

Queiroz will be taking part
in the event for a third time
in a row, this time with de-
fending champion and host
Qatar.

Qatar will open the compe-

tition against Lebanon in Al
Khor’s Al Bayt Stadium on
January12inGroupA-also
featuring China and Tajiki-
stan.

“Weknow exactlywhatisin
frontofusand whatis next,
but the next step is to think
about ourselves, it doesn’t
matter which teams we are
goingtoplay,’ Queirozsaid.
“What is important is to be
ready”

Australia, champion in
2015, is in Group B along-
side Uzbekistan, Syria and
India.

“Every draw is tough, but
very happy with thatdraw,”
said Australia coach Gra-
ham Arnold, who took the
Socceroos to the knockout
rounds of the World Cup
lastyear before bowing out
to eventual champion Ar-
gentinainthelast16.

“Obviously having the fa-
miliarity of playing here in
Qatar will help us as well,”
said Arnold.

Japan - the most decorat-
ed team in the competi-
tion with four titles - will
step into Group D fixtures
against Irag, Indonesia,
and Vietnam on the back of
an impressive World Cup
run which saw the Blue
Samurai beat Germany
and Spain to win the group
before falling to a shootout
heartbreak against Croatia
inthelast16.
Newly-appointed German
manager Juergen Klins-
mann will steer two-time
winner South Korea and
Tottenham striker Son
Heung-min against Malay-
sia, Jordan and Bahrain in
GroupE.

“I spoke to a lot of my
players, they are all over
Europe, they play in the
K-League, they play in Chi-
na, they play in Japan and
they're all very excited,
said Klinsmann.

“Wehave astrongteam. We
lookatourselvesinthe mir-
ror and say we're going to
go to Qatar to win the tour-
nament.”

Group F will feature Saudi
Arabia - also a three-time
champion - Thailand,
the Kyrgyz Republic, and
Oman, which will have an-
other ex-Iran manager on
its bench in Croatian Bran-
ko Ivankovic.

“We will go into the tour-
nament with high ambi-
tions. Saudi Arabia are the
favorites and they played
well during the World Cup
but we also played well
against them twice in the
World Cup qualifiers. Two
teams will automatically
make the next stage and
that is our first goal,” said
the CroatianwholedIranto
athird-spotfinishin 2004.
Top two of each group plus
four best third-place fin-
ishers will advance to the
round of 16, with the finals
showpiece set to be staged
at the Al Bayt Stadium on
February 10.

Nuggets into Western Conference finals;
Celtics, 76ers head to Game 7

ASSOCIATED PRESS - Ni-
kola Jokic scored 32 points
in another triple-double,
Jamal Murray added 26
and the Denver Nuggets
advanced to the NBA West-
ern Conference finals for
the first time since 2020 by
beating the short-handed
Phoenix Suns 125-100 in
Game 6 on Thursdaynight.
Denver’s series victory
comestwo seasonsafter the
Nuggets were embarrassed
in a second-round postsea-
son sweep by the Suns. This
time, itwas the Suns getting
blown out on their home
floor to end the season for
thesecondstraightyear.
The Nuggets will play in the
conference finals for the
first time since they lost to
the Lakers in five games in
the Florida bubble during

the COVID-19 pandemic.
They have never reached
theNBAFinals.

The top-seeded Nuggets
used a 23-2 run during the
latter part of the first quar-
ter to take a 44-26 lead and
never looked back. Kentavi-
ousCaldwell-Pope-averag-
ing 9.5 pointsin the playoffs
-scored 17 inthefirstquar-
terwhile]Jokicadded 14.
Caldwell-Pope finished
with 21 points. Jokic shot
13 of 18 from the field and
added 12 assists and 10 re-
bounds.

The Suns were playing
without injured starters
Deandre Ayton and Chris
Paul and were eliminat-
ed in a rout in the Western
Conference semifinals at
home for a second straight
season. Ayton sustained a

rib contusion in Tuesday’s
Game 5 while Paul hasbeen
outthepastfourgameswith
astrained leftgroin.

Celtics9576ers 86
Jayson Tatum missed his
first six 3-pointers before
he drilled two straight
clutch oneslateinthe game
thatpushed the Celtics past
Philadelphia to send the
Eastern Conference semi-
finals back to Boston for
Game?7.

The defending conference
champsarein familiarterri-
tory. Boston trailed 3-2 last
season in the second round
against Milwaukee before it
wonGame 6 ontheroadand
theclincherathome.

Game 7isSunday.

Tatum, who averaged 30.1
points in the regular sea-

6 Nuggets center Nikola Jokic (15) drives on Suns center Jock Landale during Game 6 of the NBA basketball Western
Conference semifinal series in Phoenix, AZ, US, on May 11, 2023.
MATT YORK/AP

son, never stopped shoot-
ing even as the misses kept
coming. He missed 14 of his
first 15 shots overall from
the floor and his ineffec-
tiveness was a key reason
the Celtics couldn’t hold a
16-pointlead.

With a shot at their first

conference final since 2001
at stake, the Sixers slogged
through the first half before
Joel Embiid flashed his MVP
form and rallied the Sixers
toafourth-quarterlead.
Tyrese Maxey hit two free
throws with 5:25 left for an
83-81edge.

And thatwasitfor Philly.
Tatum buried one 3 for the
84-83 lead and a second
that made it 87-83 and put
the Celtics in firm control of
Game®6.

Embiid and Tyrese Maxey
each scored 26 points for
the 76ers.

Alcaraz the man
to beat on clay,
says Djokovic

REUTERS - World number
one Novak Djokovic said
Carlos Alcaraz is the man
tobeaton clayandis one of
the top title contenders for
the French Open.

Alcaraz has won back-to-
back claycourt titles in
Barcelona and Madrid af-
ter beginning an injury-hit
seasonwiththe Buenos Ai-
res crown and is poised to
leapfrog Djokovic into top
spot in the rankings after
the ongoingItalian Open.
Rafa Nadal, a 14-time
champion at Roland Gar-
ros, has been dealing with
a hip injury he suffered at
the Australian Openin Jan-
uary and fears are growing
the Spaniard may miss the
Paris Grand Slam.
Djokovic, 35, told report-
ers in Rome that Alcaraz
was worthy of the number
oneranking.

“He’s going to be number
one after this tournament
whatever happens. De-
servedly so,” he added.
“He hasbeen playing some
very impressive tennis, a
great level. He’s the player
to beat on this surface, no
doubt.

AP

“Of course, it depends on
if Nadal is going to play in
the French Open or not.
But Alcaraz is one of the
top favourites without any
dilemma.”

Djokovic, who skipped
the American hardcourt
swing as he was unvac-
cinated for COVID-19,
said he hoped to reignite
his rivalry with U.S. Open
champion Alcaraz with a
potential final meeting on
the cardsin Rome.

“We faced each other only
once last year in Madrid,”
said Djokovic, who lost
that match in three sets.
“If we get a chance to face
each other here, it would
be in the final. [ think we
would both love to play in
thefinal”

The 22-times Grand Slam
champion said he had
overcome a right elbow
problem that kept him out
of Madrid.

“It's all good. There’s al-
ways some things here
and there that bother you
at this level. It’s normal,”
Djokovicsaid.

“When you're not 25 any-
more, | guess you experi-
ence that a bit more than
what used to be the case.
It takes a bit more time to
recover.”



