
Al Ittihad is set to be without skipper Karim 
Benzema for up to 10 days after the strik-
er suffered an injury during a Saudi Pro 
League game on Thursday, Riyadh-based 
newspaper Arriyadiyah reported.
The French talisman found the net from 
the spot on the half-hour mark but was re-
placed by Marwan Al-Sahafi eight minutes 
later in a 4-2 victory over Al Khaleej at the 
King Abdul Aziz Stadium.
The injury means the Frenchman will miss 
Tuesday’s AFC Champions League encounter 
with Iranian top-flight side Sepahan at home.  
Al Ittihad sits atop the table in Group C 
with 12 points – two clear of Sepahan – be-
fore this week’s final round of group stage 
fixtures, and has already secured a place in 
the last-16 round. 
Having joined from Real Madrid in the 
summer, Benzema – Ballon d’Or winner 

in 2021 – has bagged 10 goals in 16 ap-
pearances for Al Ittihad across all com-
petitions this season, though he is yet to 
get off the mark in the Asian elite clubs’ 
competition.

BBC – Kevin Durant moved to 10th on the 
NBA all-time scoring list but his Phoenix 
Suns were beaten by the Denver Nuggets.
The 35-year-old went into the game need-
ing 17 points to move past Moses Malone 
and scored 30 to give him a career total of 
27,423 points.
However, it was not enough to stop his side 
falling to a 119-111 defeat.
Nikola Jokic starred for Denver, scoring 21 
points and having 16 assists, while all five 
starters scored at least 15 points.
Elsewhere, the Orlando Magic beat the 
Washington Wizards 130-125 to equal a 
franchise record of nine straight wins.
German forward Franz Wagner scored 31 
points, while Paolo Banchero added 28 
points for Orlando.
The Dallas Mavericks were missing Luka 
Doncic following the birth of a daughter 
as they fell to a 108-94 loss at home to the 
Memphis Grizzlies, for whom Desmond 
Bane scored 30 points.
Reigning NBA Most Valuable Player Joel 
Embiid was also absent as the Philadelphia 
76ers were beaten 125-119 by the Boston 
Celtics, who had Jayson Tatum ejected in 
the third quarter for a second technical foul.

World Para Taekwondo Grand Prix Final:
Iranians bag four golds, secure Paralympic berths
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Iranians stole the show on 
Day 1 of the World Para Tae-
kwondo Grand Prix Final in 
Manchester, Britain, walking 
away with four gold medals to 
seal their spots in next year’s 
Paralympic Games in Paris.
Representing the country in 
the women’s -49kg contests on 
Friday, Maryam Abdollahpour 
marched to a 24-3 victory over 
her familiar foe Ziyodakhon 
Isakova of Uzbekistan in the 
semifinals and then stunned 
Puerto Rican Leonor Espino-
za – the reigning Paralympic 
champion – by a 15-5 scoreline 
for the ultimate prize.
Mahdi Pour-Rahnama needed 
to win the gold in Manchester 
to secure the Paralympic quo-
ta, and he achieved it thanks 
to a 17-10 win against Uz-
bekistan’s Javokhir Alikulov 
in a thrilling men’s -70kg fi-
nal.
A three-time world champion, 
Pour-Rahnama will be look-
ing to improve on his previ-
ous Paralympic campaign in 
Tokyo – where he settled for 

the 75kg silver – when head-
ing to the French capital next 
summer.
Alireza Bakht also booked his 
Paris ticket, courtesy of a 29-
18 triumph over high-profile 
South Korean Jeong-hun Joo 
– No. 2 in the World Rank-
ings – in the men’s -80kg final 
showpiece.
Hamed Haqshenas built on 
his gold-winning run in Oc-
tober’s Asian Para Games to 
defeat world number one Cro-
atian Ivan Mikulic – beaten by 
Iranian Asghar Aziziaqdam in 
the Tokyo final – 17-2 in the 
+80kg showdown.

Iranians denied visas 
Meanwhile, three Iranians 
suffered major blows to their 
quest for a place in the Paris 
Olympics after being denied 
UK entry visas by the British 
Embassy in Ankara and miss-
ing out on the final series of 
the World Grand Prix.
Mahdi Hajmousaei and Abol-
fazl Zandi, the men’s 58kg 
top two in the GP Series 2 
event, as well as Mehran 
Barkhordari, an 80kg gold 

medalist in September’s com-
petition in Paris, are in a tight 
race in the Olympic ranking of 
their respective weight class-
es and the absence in Man-
chester could cost them dear-
ly on the road to the Games.
The trio will still have a final 
opportunity to win a quota 
when participating at the 
two-day Champions Series of 
the World Taekwondo Grand 
Slam – starting December 13 
in Wuxi, China.
Controversial visa denials 
have kept the Iranian athletes 
from taking part at several 
international events over the 
past months – most recently 
in mid-November’s World 
Wushu Championships in Fort 
Worth, Texas.
The country also had to 
send a depleted squad to 
Anaheim, California, for the 
final week of the prelimi-
nary round in the Volleyball 
Nations League in July, while 
the Iranian freestyle and Gre-
co-Roman wrestling teams 
were ruled out of October’s 
U23 World Championships 
in Tirana, Albania.
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Maryam Abdollahpour celebrates with the Iranian flag after winning the women’s -49kg gold medal at the World Para Taekwondo Grand Prix 
Final in Manchester, Britain, on December 1, 2023.
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