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BERLIN:  Borussia Dortmund’s Thomas
Tuchel says Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang
will be fit for today’s German Cup semi-
final at Hertha Berlin as they look to heal
the hurt of their Europa League exit at
Liverpool.

Aubameyang has scored 37 goals in
all competitions for Dortmund this sea-
son, but limped out of Monday’s training
with a toe injury, sparking concerns
about his fitness. “Aubameyang took a
hit to his toe in training, which was very
painful, but it shouldn’t be an issue for
today,” assured Tuchel, Dortmund’s head
coach.

Aubameyang is on an incredible goal-
scoring run in the German Cup, having

scored in each of Dortmund’s last seven
cup games-including their 3-1 defeat to
Wolfsburg in the 2015 final-dating back
to the start of last season.

With Bayern Munich meeting Werder
Bremen in Tuesday’s other semi-final,
Dortmund are determined to reach the
German Cup final to exorcise the
heartache of their dramatic European
quarterfinal exit at Anfield. 

“The set up is similar to how it was in
Liverpool: it ’s a knock-out game, an
away match, we’ll be meeting a euphoric
opponent, who are full of confidence
from the great support of their home
fans,” said Tuchel.

Tuchel admits Dortmund are still pro-

cessing last Thursday’s 4-3 defeat at
Liverpool having thrown away a 3-1
lead. “It would be hypocritical to say that
we will  have been working on the
Liverpool result until tomorrow-there is
no medicine for that,” said Tuchel.

EYES ON TITLE
“We are finding things out about our-

selves and that’s okay. We’re on the right
path to dealing with it. “Of course, after
such a defeat as that, you feel bitter, but
it’s not the end of the world.

“It hasn’t been an issue in our con-
crete preparations for tomorrow.” Asides
from Anfield, there has also been the off-
field distraction of media reports  that,

with a year left on his Dortmund con-
tract, Germany midfielder I lkay
Gundogan has agreed a five-year deal to
join Manchester City for next season.

Having lost last year ’s cup final,
Dortmund are eager to beat Berlin to
stay in the hunt for a title as they trail
Pep Guardiola’s Bayern in the German
league and are currently seven points
adrift with four games left.

Dortmund make the 500km (310
miles) trek to Germany’s capital hoping
to again head west for the final in a
month’s time.

Hertha are bidding to reach the final
for the first time since 1993 and with a
capacity crowd of 76,233 expected, their

coach Pal Dardai says ‘the whole city and
all the players’ are up for this match.

“I expect a team from Hertha with a
lot of confidence, who will defend high
up the pitch,” said Tuchel. “They are
brave in their build-up play and from
week to week they are improving their
possession.

“Our goal is to be in the final and win
it. “Whether this is a lesson, to learn from
the Liverpool game, to play more physi-
cally, I would like to differentiate.

“It’s not as though things started to
unravel after the first goal in Liverpool.

“The lesson of the past few weeks
after the international break is very sim-
ple: We have to play better. — AFP

Aubameyang fit as Dortmund hunt Anfield cure in Berlin

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi gestures during the Spanish league football match FC Barcelona vs Valencia CF at
the Camp Nou stadium in Barcelona on Sunday. — AFP 

Barca on brink of implosion 

on La Liga super Wednesday

STOKE-ON-TRENT:  Tottenham Hotspur
manager Mauricio Pochettino believes his
side delivered the “perfect” message to
Premier League leaders Leicester City after
an emphatic 4-0 win at Stoke City saw
them close the gap at the top of the table
to five points.  Leicester’s 2-2 draw at home
to West Ham on Sunday gave Spurs the
opportunity to reduce the deficit with four
games remaining and they seized it in com-
manding style with a fourth win in five
matches thanks to two goals each from the
England duo of Harry Kane and Dele Alli.
“This is our dream. We need to believe,” said
Pochettino, who is attempting to lead the
Londoners to their first English champi-
onship since 1961.  “It is good for the com-
petition that we are in behind to try and
put pressure on Leicester. I feel very proud.

“Our supporters were fantastic and they
feel proud of us. I think it is an exciting
moment for the club,” the Argentinian
added.  “In football all can happen and we
need to be there. If Leicester fail we need to
be there. That’s what we are trying to do,
put the pressure on Leicester.

“The most important thing is the per-
formance we showed was perfect. It is a big
signal we are there waiting and fighting,”
the former Southampton manager
explained. Tottenham have scored 13 goals
and conceded just one in racking up 13
points out of the last possible 15.

PACK MENTALITY 
Kane, who took his season’s tally to 27

goals, posted a social media image of a
pack of lions closing in on their prey after

Leicester had dropped two points against
West Ham. “It is a good thing because it
shows how this group is, how our squad is,”
said Pochettino.

“We can win or not, but the desire and
passion we show and how we enjoy the
game is fantastic.”

Kane opened the scoring at the
Britannia Stadium with his 23rd league goal
of the season, overtaking Leicester striker
Jamie Vardy ’s tally in the race for the
league’s golden boot, and believes the
Foxes can still be caught.  The in-form strik-
er, 22, said: “We are not going anywhere.
We scored four but could have had six or
seven. It is one of our best performances all
season but that’s what we can do.

“We are ready to put the pressure on
Leicester. We think we can do it.  Leicester
are five points ahead but we have closed
the gap, that’s all we could do.”

Stoke have now won only one of their
last six games as their season runs out of
momentum with their hopes of qualifying
for next season’s Europa League almost
gone. Mark Hughes, the Stoke manager,
paid tribute to Tottenham and believes
they can win the title.

“We are disappointed with what we pro-
duced but Spurs were very impressive,” said
Hughes. “They were stronger, faster and
had more power in the team.” “With their
mentality, you wouldn’t bet against them
catching Leicester,” added Hughes.

“On the night we were very much sec-
ond-best. We need to pick ourselves up or
it will be another difficult game against
Manchester City on Saturday.” —AFP

Pochettino proud as ‘perfect’ 

Spurs maintain title charge

MADRID: Barcelona must reverse an amazing
loss of form to win all five of their remaining La
Liga games to be assured of retaining their title,
starting with a trip to Deportivo la Coruna today.

The Catalan giants have taken just one point
from their last four La Liga games and lost four of
their last five in all competitions having previous-
ly enjoyed a 39-game unbeaten run stretching
back six months.

Only Barca’s superior head-to-head record
separates them from their Champions League
conquerers Atletico Madrid at the top of the
table with Real Madrid lurking just a point further
back after a run of seven straight league wins. All
three face tough tests today evening of action
that will go a long way to settling the title with
the fixture list for all three favourable in the final
four games. Barca are up first as they travel to
Galicia in a desperate search to snap their worst
run of league defeats in 13 years.

Coach Luis Enrique and key defender Gerard
Pique insisted Barca can and will win the league
if they play like they did against Valencia on
Sunday despite slipping to a 2-1 defeat thanks to
a mixture of bad luck, poor finishing and a bril-
liant goalkeeping display by Diego Alves.

“If there is a team capable of doing it and
much more given what they have done, it is this
Barca,” said Enrique. “We don’t have any margin
for error, but I prefer to lose like this than win
playing badly,” added Pique.

DAUNTING TRIP
“Football is like this, sometimes it is marvel-

lous, sometimes it is so cruel.” However, Pique’s
absence at the heart of Barca’s defence through
suspension will be a huge loss for Enrique with
Marc Bartra expected to cover in the absence of
Jeremy Mathieu and Thomas Vermaelen.

Atletico face a daunting trip to Athletic Bilbao
with the Basques still eyeing Champions League
football next season having moved to within six
points of fourth-placed Villarreal at the weekend.

A 2-1 victory at San Mames propelled Atletico
towards the title two years ago and Diego
Simeone’s men could be further boosted by the
absence of Bilbao’s two top scorers this season in
Aritz Aduriz and Inaki Williams through injury.

“We have the possibility to play an important
game in Bilbao and continue competing in the
four games left afterwards,” said Simeone when
quizzed on Atletico’s title chances.

“It will be difficult, but we have to do what the
schedule demands of us and that is win, win and
win again.” Atletico will be forced into at least one
change as captain Gabi is suspended, but
Fernando Torres will start alongside 29-goal
Antoine Griezmann up front after scoring in four
consecutive games for the first time since he was
at Liverpool in 2010. Real will have the advantage
of knowing what Barca and Atletico have done
when they kick-off in the late game at home to
Villarreal. Zinedine Zidane could afford the luxury
of resting the likes of Sergio Ramos, Casemiro
and Luka Modric for Saturday’s 5-1 rout of Getafe
on Saturday with all three expected to return.
The much-criticised Danilo is also expected to
start at right-back with Dani Carvajal a major
injury doubt. There are also huge clashes at the
bottom of the table with four teams separated by
two points in the battle to avoid relegation. Two
of them face each other as Granada host Levante
on Thursday looking to open up a gap on the
bottom three. Getafe go in search of their first
win in 14 games at Real Sociedad, whilst
Sporting Gijon look to take advantage of Sevilla’s
poor recent run when they host the Europa
League semi-finalists at El Molinon. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE

West Ham United v Watford 21:45
beIN SPORTS 7 HD
Liverpool v Everton FC 22:00
beIN SPORTS 2 HD
Man United v Crystal Palace 22:00
beIN SPORTS 1 HD

SPANISH LEAGUE

Deportivo La Coruna v Barcelona21:00
beIN SPORTS 3 HD
Athletic de Bilbao v Atletico 21:45 
beIN SPORTS 9 HD
Malaga CF v Rayo Vallecano 21:45
beIN SPORTS 
Valencia C.F v SD Eibar 21:45
beIN SPORTS
Sporting Gijon v Sevilla FC 21:45
beIN SPORTS 
Real Madrid v Villarreal 23:00
beIN SPORTS 3 HD

ITALIAN CALCIO LEAGUE

Sassuolo Calcio v Sampdoria 19:30
beIN SPORTS 6 HD
Juventus FC v SS Lazio 21:45
beIN SPORTS 4 HD
AS Roma v Torino FC 21:45
beIN SPORTS 10 HD
Udinese Calcio v Fiorentina 21:45
beIN SPORTS
Chievo Verona v Frosinone 21:45
beIN SPORTS
Genoa v Internazionale 21:45
beIN SPORTS 12 HD
Empoli v Hellas Verona 21:45
beIN SPORTS 
Citta di Palermo v Atalanta 21:45

STOKE-ON-TRENT: Tottenham Hotspur’s English midfielder Dele Alli (2nd L) scores his
team’s fourth goal during the English Premier League football match between Stoke
City and Tottenham Hotspur at the Britannia Stadium in Stoke-on-Trent, central
England on Monday. — AFP

MARSEILLE: Marseille yesterday dismissed
coach Michel as they battle relegation from
the French top flight and other turmoil within
the club. Following constant speculation sur-
rounding the future of the Spaniard, Marseille
said they had decided to dismiss Michel and
cited his conduct, “in particular over the last
three weeks.” “Olympique de Marseille have
suspended him with immediate effect,” added
a club statement.

The former European champions, who are
up for sale, added that Michel would be
replaced until the end of the season by his
assistant Franck Passi. He will be helped by
club legend Basile Boli, who has been work-
ing as an ambassador for the club and has
now been named “sporting coordinator”.

Boli scored the winning goal for OM
against AC Milan in the 1993 Champions
League final, which remains the only triumph
for a French club in Europe’s elite competi-
tion. Passi and Boli’s first job will be to lead a
demoralised side into Wednesday’s French
Cup semi-final away to second-tier Sochaux.
“The situation is perilous, we need to be unit-
ed,” Passi, who previously stood in as caretak-
er in August following former coach Marcelo
Bielsa’s resignation, said at a press conference.

“We are going on a commando mission to
win tomorrow (Wednesday), get to the final
and save the club from relegation.” Passi
added that Michel’s departure “had been
coming for a while. I am not going to say I
was surprised.”

Michel, who starred as a player for Real
Madrid and Spain, was appointed in August
with OM in crisis following Bielsa’s resignation
in the wake of a 1-0 defeat to Caen on the
opening night of the season.

ABJECT
However, the 53-year-old has been unable

to transform the club’s fortunes, and Sunday’s
abject 2-1 defeat at Monaco left them still just
six points above the relegation zone in Ligue
1 with four games left.

They have gone 10 league games without

a win and are on a club record run of 14
matches without a victory at their Stade
Velodrome home since September.

A 0-0 draw at home to Bordeaux on April
10 was played out to fan protests at the
team’s struggles that featured banners
depicting goats and the Benny Hill theme
tune being played from the stands.

Supporters also continued their theme of
fury at the perceived apathy of owner
Margarita Louis-Dreyfus, with one banner at
the Velodrome reading: 

“Margarita rich incompetent heiress get
lost!” Louis-Dreyfus, who inherited the club
after the death of her husband Robert in
2009, announced last week that she would be
listening to offers to buy out her controlling
stake in the 1993 Champions League winners.

There is also doubt about the future of
president Vincent Labrune, with sports daily
L’Equipe and other French media claiming on
Tuesday that he could be replaced by local
businessman Xavier Giocanti.

Giocanti is the partner of Christine
Lagarde, the chief of the International
Monetary Fund. However, Louis-Dreyfus
denied the reports in a statement on the
club’s website. “I categorically refute the
reports in L’Equipe about the replacement of
the current president,” she said, adding that
they were “without foundation”. —AFP

Troubled Marseille 

dismiss coach Michel

MARSEILLE: Olympique de Marseille’s
French new head coach Franck Passi
leaves a press conference at the Robert
Louis-Dreyfus training centre yesterday
in Marseille. —AFP

BUCHAREST:   Romania great
Gheorghe ‘Gica’ Hagi has stepped aside
as coach of  his  own club Vi i torul
Constanta at least until the end of the
season after a poor run of results.

“I want to analyse the situation,” 51-
year-old Hagi told reporters yesterday,
adding that he will be replaced by his
assistant  Catal in Anghel,  who was
coach from 2009 to 2013.

“I still don’t know if I’ll be here in the
summer,” he said regarding whether he
would resume his coaching duties.
Hagi, nicknamed “The Maradona of the
Carpathians” and considered Romania’s
al l - t ime greatest  player,  founded
Viitorul in 2009 and still owns the club,
known for nurturing young talent in
the Black Sea state.

In August, Viitorul went top of the
Romanian league for the first time in
the club’s six-year history but they have
fallen away, colecting two points in
their last eight games.

Viitorul’s loss of form has left them in
fifth spot in the table, 17 points behind
leaders FC Astra.

Hagi, who won 125 caps and went to
three World Cups, played for several
top European clubs including Real
Madrid and Barcelona.  He won the
UEFA Cup with Galatasaray in 2000.

Speculation over Hagi’s future domi-
nated Romanian media following the
announcement he was stepping down.

It was fuelled by Viitorul general
manager Cristian Bivolaru, who told
local media that Russian club Rubin

K azan wanted to invest  in  the
Romanian outfit’s youth academy and
were again trying to tempt Hagi to take
charge of their own team.

“It’s a long-term project, they’re will-
ing to invest in the academy. They’re a
big Russian club who want to win the
championship, and they want to invest
a lot in this project. . .” Bivolaru was
quoted as saying by ProSport yester-
day. Rubin were not immediately avail-
able to comment.

Reports in Russian and Romanian
media in  December said Hagi  had
turned down a lucrat ive offer  to
become Rubin coach for 4 million euros
($4.55 million) a year.  Rubin put assis-
tant coach Valery Chaliy in temporary
charge of the first team after Rinat
Bilyaletdinov’s contract was terminated
by mutual consent in September.

Bivolaru added that a major Turkish
club also wanted Hagi as coach, with
the local Dolce Sport TV station report-
ing that Galatasaray were keen to have
him back for a third time.

Galtasaray were not immediately
available to comment.

On March 1 the Turkish champions
appointed their youth coach Orhan
Atik to manage the first team until the
end of  the season when Mustafa
Denizli quit three months after taking
the job. Former Romania captain Hagi
was in charge of the 21-times Turkish
champions in 2004-2005 and 2010-
2011.— Reuters

Hagi steps down as coach of 

his own club after poor run 


