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LEICESTER: Following opening-day
defeats, champions Leicester City and
Arsenal, last season’s Premier League
top two, will be desperate to get their
campaigns in gear at the King Power
Stadium today. Three months on from
their fairytale 5,000-1 title win,
Leicester were stunned 2-1 by crisis
club Hull City last weekend, while
injury-depleted Arsenal were run
ragged by Liverpool in a 4-3 home
defeat. With Manchester United,
Manchester City and Chelsea winning
their first games, it has left both teams
playing catch-up already, but Leicester
manager Claudio Ranieri refuses to
panic.

“Our strength is the same. We have
good spirit and work well on the train-
ing ground,” said the Italian. “We won’t
change our mentality. We are strong
and we believe. We know we have to
work hard. “We have to do everything
right then accept what is our destiny.”
Leicester’s opening result could scarce-
ly have been more chastening, as they
lost to a Hull team who are currently
without a permanent manager and
who were able to select only 13 fit sen-
ior players. Riyad Mahrez briefly drew
Leicester level with a penalty, but
Jamie Vardy endured a torrid after-
noon, notably producing an embar-
rassing air-shot at one point in the first
half.

The days that have followed have
yielded more positive news, however,

with Mahrez following the lead of
Vardy, captain Wes Morgan and goal-
keeper Kasper Schmeichel by signing a
new four-year contract.  Vardy,
Leicester’s top scorer last term, reject-
ed a move to Arsenal during the close
season and the north London club
were also reported to have made over-
tures to Mahrez, England’s reigning
Player of the Season.

Arsenal manager Arsene Wenger
said on Thursday that he had no choice
but to “respect” Vardy’s decision, while
he hailed Mahrez as “outstanding”.
Arsenal did the double over Leicester
last season, inflicting two of their three
league defeats with a 5-2 away win and
a last-gasp 2-1 victory at the Emirates
Stadium. Wenger’s men were the only
team to win at the King Power over the
course of the campaign, but the
Frenchman is aware that Leicester’s
pace on the counter-attack makes
them uniquely dangerous opponents.

Koscielny ‘gamble’ 
“The challenge will be exactly the

same,” said Wenger, whose side are
unbeaten against Leicester in 21
encounters stretching back to
November 1994. “They have exactly
the same qualities as they had last year
and they are a team who are very quick
on the break and defend well as a unit.
“The challenge for them is to do well
again and to show that their last year
was not a one-off. “We have to address

our defensive weaknesses from last
week without compromising our style
of play. We need to continue being
very dangerous going forward and
accept the way we play.”

Arsenal were missing several first-
team players against Liverpool and
Wenger’s starting XI remains difficult
to predict.  With centre-backs Per
Mertesacker and Gabriel absent, he has
indicated he may “gamble” on the
match fitness of Laurent Koscielny,
after young pair Calum Chambers and
Rob Holding had to fill  in against
Liverpool. Koscielny has not played
since Euro 2016 and both his France
team-mate Olivier Giroud and
Germany playmaker Mesut Ozil are in
the same boat.

Aaron Ramsey, a semi-finalist with
Wales at Euro 2016, did play against
Liverpool, only to succumb to a ham-
string injury that is expected to keep him
out until after the forthcoming interna-
tional break. Nigerian forward Alex Iwobi,
meanwhile, sustained a thigh injury.
Where Arsenal have several holes in their
squad, Leicester are at full strength and
will welcome back centre-back Robert
Huth from suspension. Huth sat out the
trip to Hull, with Luis Hernandez, a close-
season signing from Sporting Gijon, tak-
ing his place alongside Morgan. Ranieri,
though, has warned that his players are
still some way short of full match fitness.
“Nobody is 100 percent,” he said. “They
are 70 percent, not 100 percent.” —AFP 

LONDON: Liverpool’s Spanish defender Alberto Moreno (L) slides in to tackle Arsenal’s Welsh midfielder
Aaron Ramsey (R) during the English Premier League football match between Arsenal and Liverpool at the
Emirates Stadium. —AFP

Leicester and Arsenal 
seek to pick up pieces

Chelsea bid to 
continue solid 

start under Conte
WATFORD: Chelsea manager Antonio Conte will pit his wits against
a familiar face yoday as his side travel to face a Watford side coached
by fellow Italian Walter Mazzarri. Conte was recruited by the
Stamford Bridge hierarchy partly because of his reputation as a
determined and demanding coach, qualities he demonstrated with
Italy and Juventus. The 47-year-old’s animated reaction to Diego
Costa’s late winner on Monday in their Premier League opener
against West Ham United confirmed that whatever happens during
his first season in charge, Conte will lead from the front as he
attempts to reverse the decline of last season.

His impact has already been felt, with Costa and Eden Hazard in
particular responding positively to the new man’s methods, if that
first game is anything to go by. Centre-back Gary Cahill is clear
Conte’s arrival has brought changes in the wake of last season when
Jose Mourinho oversaw a disastrous first half of the campaign before
Guus Hiddink helped steady the ship.

“He’s added spirit, he’s added organisation and a lot of disci-
pline,” Cahill told the club’s official website. “Players know exactly
what their role should be at each individual time they’re on the pitch.
“He wants to win. You can see how animated he is on the side of the
pitch and he’s like that when we’re working. He wants to win, just
like the rest of us.” It will take more than passion, hard work and an
energetic celebration or two to steer Chelsea back into title con-
tention although given how badly a league-winning team lost its
way last year to finish 10th, creating a new, winning mentality is right
up there on Conte’s to-do list.

The manager, though, is also keen to strengthen the squad and
hopes to add Napoli centre-back Kalidou Koulibaly and Everton strik-
er Romelu Lukaku before the end of this month. Dinamo Zagreb
keeper Eduardo also appears to be on his way to west London with
the arrival of the Portuguese likely to trigger the departure of Asmir
Begovic. Mazzarri oversaw a creditable opening-day 1-1 draw at
Southampton in his first game in charge since being installed as suc-
cessor to Quique Sanchez Flores.

Like Conte, Mazzarri does not believe his squad is complete and
the club is stepping up its efforts to bring in Sunderland centre-back
Younes Kaboul and Juventus winger Roberto Pereyra. Pereyra is
believed to be on the brink of signing a five-year deal and the busi-
ness could even be concluded in time for the Argentina international
to face Chelsea. They will be without Ben Watson, however, after the
midfielder was sent off at St Mary’s just 12 minutes after appearing
as a substitute. Isaac Success, the club’s £12.5 million ($16.4m, 14.4m
euros) signing from Granada, is again unlikely to feature while he
builds up his match fitness. —AFP

Pochettino looks
to build round

playmaker Eriksen
LONDON: Tottenham Hotspur manager Mauricio Pochettino is
planning to further strengthen his squad during the remaining
weeks of the transfer window and expects Christian Eriksen to com-
mit his long-term future to the club. Pochettino is attempting to
bring together a group of players capable of coping with the
demands of playing in the Champions League and improving on
last season’s third-place finish.

Today’s visit of Crystal Palace to White Hart Lane presents
Pochettino’s side with the opportunity to get their campaign up and
running following the opening day 1-1 draw at Everton. The
Argentinian admits there is still business to be done, although he
insists that does not include the possible exit of Juventus target
Eriksen. The 24-year-old Danish international playmaker has two
years left on his current contract and Pochettino sees the player as
someone he intends to build his side around. “He is very happy here
and we are happy with him and we will see what happens in the
next few weeks,” Pochettino said.

Contract issues 
“He has two more years on his contract and it is only a question

of time before he agrees a new contract.” Midfielder Nabil
Bentaleb’s future is far less certain with Pochettino admitting he
would be willing to allow the Algerian to leave. He insists Clinton
N’Jie remains part of his plans despite suggestions he could be used
as part of a deal to bring in Marseille’s Georges-Kevin N’Koudou.
“Bentaleb is not in my plans but Clinton is in the squad and is at the
club,” said Pochettino. “I am very happy with the summer. I know
this is difficult in this crazy business that today is football. —AFP


