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LISBON: Portugal’s Cristiano Ronaldo, left, vies for the ball with Estonia’s Nikita Baranov during their friend-
ly soccer match at Benfica stadium. —AP

Ibra’ can steer 
Sweden out of 

‘group of death’:
Ljungberg

PARIS: Sweden legend Freddie Ljungberg says his
country can survive Euro 2016’s ‘group of death’
with superstar Zlatan Ibrahimovic poised to play his
last European Championship finals. Erik Hamren’s
Sweden open their campaign against the Republic
of Ireland at Paris’ Stade de France on June 13 and
will also face Belgium and Italy in Group E. The
Swedes will be spearheaded by their 34-year-old
superstar striker Ibrahimovic, who is weighing up his
future after finishing his Paris Saint Germain contract
and has been linked to Manchester United.

“He’s the biggest player in the team and a lot
hangs on him to score our goals,” said Ljungberg,
who coaches Arsenal’s Under-15 side having won
the last of his 75 caps in captaining Sweden at Euro
2008 when they exited after the group stages.
Ibrahimovic is his country’s top scorer at European
finals with six goals in 10 games and of Sweden’s 19
goals in qualifying, Ibrahimovic scored 11, including
three in their play-off win against Denmark. He has
netted 62 goals in 112 international appearances
since his 2001 debut.

Ibrahimovic gets freedom 
Former Arsenal and West Ham winger Ljungberg

said Ibrahimovic’s aggressive play can steer Sweden
into the knock-out stages, as they did in reaching
the Euro 2004 quarter-finals, on his swansong at the
finals. “That’s how he plays, so it’s very important for
Sweden that he has a good tournament in order for
us to progress.

“We have a lot of other players who don’t get as
much attention who are doing the work at the back
and covering up, so he can that freedom to express
himself, which is important for us or we might get
cut open at the back. “They don’t always get the
headlines, but they are just as important to the
team.”

With Italy and Belgium widely tipped to go
through, Ljungberg said the Swedes could be the
group’s dark-horses aiming to avoid bowing out in
the group stages for the third Euro finals running.
Having qualified for France by beating neighbors
Denmark in a two-legged play-off, Sweden go into
the finals under the radar. “We qualified through the
play-offs, so we can’t regard ourselves as favorites,
but we hope we can get through the group stages,”
said Ljungberg.

Sweden won their group at the 2002 World Cup,
with both Ljungberg and Ibrahimovic in the team,
ahead of England and Argentina after grinding out
1-1 draws with both nations and a 2-1 win over bot-
tom side Nigeria.

“It’ll be tough, but that’s sometimes a good
thing, we played the World Cup with Argentina,
Nigeria and England and we won it, it depends it can
raise your game and I hope that happens again,”
added Ljungberg.

The ex-winger is tipping world champions
Germany to add Euro 2016 title to their Brazil 2015
crown. “I’d hold the Germans are favourites, I like the
fact they play as a team, they are doing really well
and demanding a lot of each other, but they look
very good,” said Ljungberg. “They are well balanced,
look at a side like England in the past where you had
Scholes or Gerrard or Lampard and they all want to
play as a Number Ten and you try to fix them in dif-
ferent roles, which doesn’t always give the right bal-
ance in the team. “I think Germany are a bit more
ruthless in that regards and I just enjoy watching
them.” —AFP

COPENHAGEN: Former Liverpool defender
Daniel Agger has announced his retirement due
to injuries at the age of just 31. “It’s sad, but it is
the right decision to stop. I’m proud of my
career,” the Danish international centre-back
wrote on Twitter.

Agger joined Liverpool from Brondby in 2006
and made 232 appearances for the club, scoring
14 goals and winning the League Cup in 2012,

but his spell at Anfield was frequently disrupted
by injuries. He returned to Brondby in 2014. “It
has been difficult in recent years. The last two-
three years I think I’ve been at an acceptable lev-
el. But acceptable is not good enough for me,” he
said at a press conference at the Rosenhoj club
outside Copenhagen where he played as a youth.
“I don’t want my level to fall any further and so it
was time to stop,” he added. —AFP

Ex-Liverpool defender Agger retires aged 31

PARIS: Cristiano Ronaldo scored twice for Portugal before becom-
ing the last of the football superstars to arrive in France for today’s
start of the European Championship finals. With the host nation
under a state of emergency over feared terror attacks, strict securi-
ty has greeted Ronaldo and other headline players as well as the
hundreds of thousands of foreign fans gathering for the month-
long, 51-match fiesta.

France launch the tournament with a Group A game against
Romania on Friday at the Stade de France which was one of the tar-
gets of the November 13 attacks last year. Ronaldo scored twice in a
45 minute appearance for Portugal in their 7-0 win over Estonia on
Wednesday night, their final match before their first Group F game
next Tuesday against Iceland.

The three-time World Player of the Year, looking to add a first
international trophy to his accolades, banished doubts over his fit-
ness with his two goal display that allowed Portugal to head for
France full of confidence.

“It has been a long season,” he said. “I would have liked to have
played more tonight, but I need to hold back and give others playing
time. “I feel good. There is still a week to go. What I want is a good
start to the Euros and an even better finish. It is a difficult competi-
tion to win, you have to go step by step.”

There is also much focus on France, looking to add a new triumph
on home territory after their triumphs in the 1984 European
Championship and 1998 World Cup. Coach Didier Deschamps, cap-
tain of the 1998 side, is charged with lifting the spirits of a nation
beset by social unrest and fears of a repeat of the attacks in Paris last
November which killed 130 people. France has ramped up security,
but two million visitors are expected to attend matches from Lens in
the north of the country to Nice on the Cote d’Azur and the Stade de

France, which will host the opening game and July 10 final.

Rashford’s Euro dream 
Deschamps’s preparations have been further disrupted by accu-

sations of racism from Real Madrid star Karim Benzema after he was
exclused from the squad over an investigation into his role in a sex-
tape blackmail scandal. France’s Paul Pogba will still be one of the
most watched stars at Euro 2016 alongside the likes of Ronaldo. 

France will also see Zlatan Ibrahimovic grace an international
tournament for possibly the last time in the colors of Sweden,
while Gareth Bale will hope to have a big impact as Wales return
to a major finals for the first time since 1958. “We’re not going
there just to make up the numbers,” Real Madrid forward Bale told
the BBC recently.

The expanded finals could also see the younger stars of European
football announce themselves on the international stage, from
England teenager Marcus Rashford to Bayern Munich’s David Alaba.
“It doesn’t seem real,” 18-year-old Rashford said of his surprise inclu-
sion just four months after making his Manchester United debut. “To
be here now is just amazing. For it to be in my hands to go out and
help the country is an amazing feeling.”

Only eight of the 24 teams will be eliminated in the group stage
giving a host of less-fancied nations a chance to shine on the big stage.
Northern Ireland and Hungary return to major tournaments after
three-decade absences, while it will be the first ever finals for the min-
nows of Iceland and Albania and Iceland. “It will be tough, but we’re
capable of springing a surprise,” Albania forward Shkelzen Gashi told
World Soccer. “We’re going there to enjoy the occasion, sure, as it’s the
first time Albania has ever appeared in a major tournament, but we
also want to give a good account of ourselves.” —AP

Ronaldo and Co launch 
Euros in jittery France

Daniel Agger


