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Lack of form, fitness cast doubts over Germans Euros bid
LILLE: Missing inspirational World Cup-winning cap-
tain Philipp Lahm, Germany begin Euro 2016 against
Ukraine today with major doubts over whether they
can reach the heights of Brazil two years ago.

The versatile Lahm retired from international foot-
ball after the World Cup leaving a gap that coach
Joachim Loew has found difficult to fill, whilst a series
of injuries have further disrupted Germany’s prepara-
tion. Moreover, erratic form in qualifying and in the
build-up to the Euros has eroded confidence in the
world champions. Germany suffered away defeats to
both Ireland and Poland in qualifying and threw away
a two-goal lead to lose 3-2 at home to England in
March. An inexperienced side including several debu-
tants lost to Slovakia last month before a full-strength
side struggled to see off Hungary last Saturday.

“We saw that we’ve needed to turn one or two
screws to make improvements,” Loew said on Friday.
“In a few situations (in the warm-up games) we
weren’t particularly dynamic or fresh.”

Indeed, Loew has picked the youngest squad pres-
ent in France with Borussia Dortmund star Marco
Reus and Roma defender Antonio Ruediger missing
out through injury.

Ruediger’s absence may mean Bayern Munich’s lat-
est recruit from rivals Dortmund, Mats Hummels, may

be rushed back to face Ukraine despite not featuring
since tearing a calf muscle in his last game for his old
club in the German Cup final on May 21.

SUBSTITUTE SCHWEINSTEIGER 
Captain Bastian Schweinsteiger is set to only start

on the bench in Lille on Sunday, having played just 23
minutes of football since the end of March after tear-
ing a knee ligament.

The Manchester United star came off the bench at
the end of Germany’s warm-up friendly win over
Hungary last Saturday.

However, German assistant boss Thomas
Schneider insisted Schweinsteiger is fit and highlight-
ed the importance of his leadership to such a young
squad. “In any case, Basti is fit,” added Schneider. “As a
bloke, he is extremely important for us and is on a
very good path.” I f  Hummels is not fit to start,
Valencia’s Shkodran Mustafi or the experienced
Benedikt Howedes will partner Jerome Boateng in
central defence.

Bayern Munich’s Joshua Kimmich is set to com-
plete a meteoric rise this season in Lahm’s old posi-
tion at right-back with Jonas Hector at left-back.

Up front, the scorer of the winning goal in the
World Cup final two years ago, Mario Goetze, looks

set to continue despite a lack of form and fitness
restricting him to just seven league starts for Bayern
all season. “Goetze has rediscovered his playing
rhythm even though he hasn’t played so much
recently for his club,” added Loew. “He can play at the
front of or just behind the forward line, which is a
great advantage for him.” Ukraine could expose
Germany’s inexperience at the back with their major
threat coming from talented wingers Yevhen
Konoplyanka of Sevilla and Dynamo Kiev’s Andriy
Yarmolenko.

However, their preparations have been affected by
a public bust-up between Yarmolenko and teammate
Taras Stepanenko.

Shakhtar Donetsk midfielder Stepanenko was bla-
tantly kicked by Yarmolenko for a provocative goal
celebration in front of the Dynamo fans in a clash
between the two giants of Ukranian club football last
month. Yarmolenko was suspended for three matches
and fined $2,000 over the incident, provoking
Stepanenko to say their “friendship is over.”

“The incident was intentional and he could have
broken my knee,” Stepanenko said. “On the field, we
are a team and I give it my all. But off the field, I’m not
required to associate and have friendly relations with
a given person.” —AFP

PARIS: Walking off the pitch in tears
after scoring a stunning late winner for
France against Romania in the Euro
2016 opener on Friday, it was hard to
believe man-of-the-match Dimitri
Payet almost did not make the squad.

The mercurial midfielder, who creat-
ed the first goal before firing the clinch-
er in the 89th minute in the hosts’ 2-1
Group A victory over a stubborn
Romania, was until recently a peripher-
al player in the mind of France coach
Didier Deschamps.

“To be here tonight and score is the
result of a lot of hard work and a lot of
sacrifices,” the 29-year-old Payet said of
his long road back from the interna-
tional wilderness.

“To be honest, compared to some
players, I honestly didn’t think I would
be here today at the start of the sea-
son,” added the West Ham United play-
er. “There was some pressure arriving at
the stadium, but I  came to enjoy
myself.” That pressure was the result of
a prolonged period in the international
doldrums when Payet was ignored by
Deschamps and often told he had
slipped too far down the pecking order
to be worthy of a spot in the squad.

Despite playing reasonably well and
scoring his first goal for France in a 4-3
defeat by Belgium in June 2015, the 29-
year-old was dropped from subsequent
squads. Undoubtedly talented, ques-
tions remained over his ability to fit
into the France team and how to get
the best out of him.

Not even an excellent start to the
English Premier League season at his
new club West Ham helped his interan-
tioanl career.

Payet made little effort to hide his
frustration at being overlooked by
Deschamps, saying on one occasion:
“Honestly, I am struggling to under-
stand what he is really asking of me.”

But his persistence paid off and he
was finally welcomed back in to the
French fold in March, just in time to
force his way into the reckoning for the
Euros.

DESCHAMPS CONVINCED
A superb display on his return

against the Netherlands in March, and
an unstoppable free kick in the final
minute of a 3-2 victory over Cameroon
in a May friendly, finally convinced
Deschamps and Payet was brought
back into the squad.

At the Stade de France on Friday, he
stepped out of the shadow of Paul
Pogba and stole the show, creating a
slew of chances for his side before

eventually serving up the sublime cross
that allowed Olivier Giroud to break the
deadlock. A Bogdan Stancu penalty put
Romania level and they looked like
leaving with a share of the spoils before
Payet struck his stunning late winner,
beautifully curling a left-foot shot into
the top corner of the net to delight the
home fans.

Deschamps then replaced Payet,
who left the field in tears of joy having
fully justified his selection and shown
the sold-out crowd why he was worthy
of a place in the team.

“There was a lot of stress, a lot of
pressure. If someone had told me that
it would have gone like that I don’t
think I would have believed it,” he said.

“I think all that emotion came out
with the goal.” Deschamps said he had
no doubts over the inclusion of Payet
and the impact he could have on the
game. “He’s an attacking player, but is
also someone who helps out the team.
It’s quite easy in football when you can
bang it into the top corner. It solves
quite a lot of problem,” the 47-year-old
told reporters.

For Payet and France the win has
provided some much-needed breath-
ing space for a side feeling the weight
of expectation of the demanding home
fans. “We know how important the
three points are and now we’re able to
rest up and work calmly for the second
match,” he said. —Reuters

France maestro Payet gets 

payback with stunning winner

SAINT-DENIS: France’s forward Dimitri Payet (2R) shoots to score during the Euro 2016 group A football match between
France and Romania at Stade de France, in Saint-Denis, north of Paris, on Friday. France won the match 2-1. — AFP 

PARIS: The twinkle-toed talents of Luka Modric’s
Croatia and Turkey led by Arda Turan resume their
European Championship rivalry today with both sides
mindful of contests past.  The teams met at Euro 96 in
England, Croatia winning 1-0 late on, and in qualify-
ing for Euro 2012, when the Croats again prevailed.
But it is their encounter at Euro 2008 that rekindles
the strongest emotions.  A classy Croatian team took
the lead through Ivan Klasnic in the penultimate
minute of extra time in their quarter-final in Vienna,
only for Semih Senturk to equalise in the second
minute of stoppage time before the Turks won on
penalties. “We should not think about what hap-
pened at Euro 2008 in Austria. This is a new match,
everything is different,” said Croatia’s Juventus striker
Mario Mandzukic. “We should think about our quali-
ties much more than those of our opponents. 

I like that our coach thinks that way. “We have to
focus on what can we do-not what our opponents
can do-because we are really good and have great
players.” Croatia’s coach, Ante Cacic, took over from
Niko Kovac last September following a stumble in the
qualifying campaign.

His squad, characteristically, is blessed with excep-
tional quality in the middle of the pitch, where Real
Madrid maestro Modric and Barcelona’s Ivan Rakitic
pull the strings in a Spanish-accented midfield.  Cacic
is expected to deploy Fiorentina’s Milan Badelj along-
side Modric as one of the holding midfielders in a 4-2-
3-1 formation, affording the former Tottenham
Hotspur schemer more freedom to get forward.

COMEBACK KINGS 
Croatia lost only once in qualifying, away to

Norway, and twice drew with Italy, but with defend-
ing champions Spain and the Czech Republic also
awaiting them in Group D, they can ill afford a slow
start at the Parc des Princes if they are to advance to
the last 16. Turkey’s qualifying campaign, in contrast,
was a rollercoaster, as opening defeats against
Iceland and the Netherlands, plus a draw against
Latvia, left them with a mountain to climb.

But they produced a stunning flourish, beating The
Netherlands 3-0, winning 2-0 away to the Czech
Republic and then edging Iceland courtesy of a 89th-

minute Selcuk Inan free-kick to qualify as the best
third-place team.  It was a fightback that recalled their
crowd-pleasing exploits at Euro 2008, when aside
from eliminating Croatia, they also came from behind
to beat both Switzerland and the Czech Republic in
the group phase and narrowly lost 3-2 to Germany in
a gripping last-four tie.

Coach Fatih Terim, now in his third stint at the
helm, saw his side go 13 games unbeaten prior to last
month’s 2-1 friendly defeat by England and in players
like Barcelona’s Arda Turan and Hakan Calhanoglu of
Bayer Leverkusen, he possesses plenty of attacking
quality. “In this type of tournament, the start is very
important,” said Terim.  “If we beat Croatia, we will get
a very big morale boost and get a very important
advantage in trying to get out of the group.

“I am happy with how everything is going. It’s
going very well. We want to show our strengths in the
Croatia match. Let’s start well and bring good news to
our country from France.” — AFP

Talent and tension as Croatia, Turkey reconvene

UEFA EUROPEAN CHAMPIONSHIP

Turkey v Croatia 16:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Poland v N Ireland 19:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Germany v Ukraine 22:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR

COPA AMERICA CENTENARIO

United States v Paraguay 2:00
beIN SPORTS 1 HD FR
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Colombia v Costa Rica 4:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 4 HD FR

Tomorrow

Ecuador v Haiti 1:30
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
Brazil v Peru 3:30
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

PARIS: Croatia’s Luka Modric is pictured during a
training session on the eve of the team’s opening
match for the Euro 2016 European football tourna-
ment at the Parc des Princes in Paris yesterday. — AFP


