
OEIRAS, Portugal: Portugal’s players take part in the first training session of Portugal’s team in preparation for the Euro 2016 at Portugal’s team training center
‘Cidade do Futebol’ (Football City) in Oeiras, outskirts of Lisbon. — AFP 

CARDIFF: France’s World Cup winner Marcel Desailly is worried about
security for Euro 2016 after the deadly attacks on Paris last November. “Of
course, there is a little fear,” the 1998 World Cup winner and Euro 2000
champion said. “Because of the level of security, we hope nothing will
happen, but it’s a very difficult thing to be able to check everyone. “It’s
not just the stadiums, it can happen anywhere in any city.” His comments
came amid a new scare over security breaches at the Stade de France in
Paris during the French Cup final on Saturday. The stadium, which will
host the opening match on June 10 plus the July 10 final, was targeted by
suicide bombers during the November 13 attacks that left 130 dead.

Desailly, a key member of the side that won the 1998 World Cup final
in the stadium, said he hopes France can win the European champi-
onships on home soil to lift the whole country. “If France win the title, it
will boost more than just football, it will boost the economy, it will
boost the hope,” said the 47-year-old. “People are quite sad, life is diffi-
cult and football will bring some smiles to the faces, like we did in 2000
and 1998.” The former Chelsea and AC Milan defender hopes Didier
Deschamps’ squad can win a third European crown after their 1984 and
2000 triumphs.

‘A big blow’ 
Desailly said the absence of experienced striker Karim Benzema could

hurt France, but they have the talent to cope. Benzema was suspended
by France in December because of his alleged role in an attempt to black-
mail ‘Les Bleus’ teammate Mathieu Valbuena over a sex-tape. Desailly said
it is now up to Olivier Giroud and Andre-Pierre Gignac to support Atletico
Madrid’s in-form forward Antoine Griezmann. “Yes, it hurts France,
because he (Benzema) is a very good player, he’s a point of reference at
the front of the attack for France, so it’s a big blow,” said Desailly.

“Didier will still play a 4-3-3, but he just has to hope a player like
Griezmann will show up well to allow France to win the games.”
Desailly compared the French squad to where world champions
Germany were six years ago before beginning their rise to the 2014
World Cup crown. “Didier Deschamps has a very, very good generation
of players, you can see the talent is there,” said Desailly. “We are just
missing a little bit of experience at the high level, but that will come.
“The strength is there, from (goalkeeper Hugo) Lloris to (midfielder
Paul) Pogba to (defender Rafael) Varane to Griezmann, they are the
spine of the team, so we hope it will work.

“They are trying to build up a team similar to how Germany was in
2010, which was the start of a new generation.” Desailly said Group A
“should be easy” for France, who face Switzerland, Romania and Albania,
but the hosts have to cope with national expectations. “It’s huge pressure,
an amazing pressure. You can’t really quantify it,” said Desailly, who was
sent off in the 3-0 win over Brazil in the 1998 World Cup final. “The players
have to be united and keep the pressure internally to try to use it posi-
tively and create a good performance. “If they don’t do that, they will
have the fear and be too scared to perform.”

‘A real weapon’
Desailly is tipping Bayern Munich teenager Kingsley Coman, 19, to

shine. “I’m not sure he will start all of the games, but when he has the
opportunity, he has to show he’s maybe the man for the moment,
whether on the left or right wing. “In the friendly against Russia, he
showed he is a real weapon for Didier Deschamps.” While tipping France
to win Euro 2016, Desailly said Belgium and England could also go far and
Germany remain strong. “If you want a surprise, Belgium have built up
some experience from the last World Cup, they have individual players
who are amazing,” he said. “England, they have no fear and maybe this
generation can make it, like Greece did in 2004. “Everyone will tell you
Germany has the weight and the experience behind them, they don’t
really have a striker, but they have a great experience in their team.”—AFP 
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LONDON: Bigger than ever, the European
Championship kicks off in Paris next month with a
four-week feast of football that promises to elevate
the game above the corruption scandals and security
fears that have overshadowed its build-up. All eyes
will be on hosts France when they get the ball rolling
against Romania in the Stade de France on June 10 -
210 days after suicide bombers at the same venue
triggered a night of horror across the capital which
killed 130 people. It should have been a proud
moment for former UEFA president Michel Platini. The
France great, who inspired his country’s 1984 title on
home soil, achieved his wish of expanding the tourna-
ment to a record 24 nations. But a four-year ban,
handed down after becoming engulfed by the FIFA
corruption scandal that has rocked the sport, means
he will be a notable absentee.

Against such a backdrop it can only be hoped that
the tournament, the first since the sleaze hit the fan
last summer and the last with a single host before it
goes continent-wide in 2020, can deliver some memo-
rable moments on the pitch. It certainly has the
potential to do so with 51 matches in 31 days spread
across France from the coal-mining country of Lens in
the north to the Mediterranean port of Marseille.
Unfamiliar qualifiers will be hoping to show they
belong and vindicate Platini’s brainchild, criticised by

some as substituting quality for quantity. The estab-
lishment should prove again, however, that the cream
inevitably rises to the top and that Greece’s surprise
triumph in 2004 was an anomaly.

Spain retained the title four years ago in Poland
and Ukraine, a tournament comprising only 16
nations, and will be among the favorites to make it a
hat-trick, although three-times champions Germany,
2012 runners-up Italy, France and a resurgent England
will all fancy their chances. Northern Ireland, Albania,
Iceland, Slovakia and Wales are all appearing for the
first time in the tournament which is second only to
the World Cup in terms of prestige and not too far
behind in quality. For Spain’s old guard, players such
as Andres Iniesta, Sergio Busquets, Gerard Pique and
Sergio Ramos, Euro 2016 could be their last hurrah
after the disappointment of the Brazil World Cup two
years ago, and with old sage Vicente del Bosque at the
helm, they will take some stopping.

France, winners in 1984 and 2000, will carry the
hopes of a nation still coming to terms with last
year’s militant attacks. Manager Didier Deschamps
has  some enviable  qual i t y  at  h is  d isposal  in
Juventus midfielder Paul Pogba and for wards
Kingsley Coman and Antoine Griezmann. World
champions Germany will be targeting a first Euro
title in 20 years while England seek their f irst

international success since the World Cup of 1966.
Roy Hodgson’s youthful side went through qualify-

ing with a 100 percent record and have real goal
threat in the form of Jamie Vardy, one of the stars for
unlikely champions Leicester City, and Tottenham
Hotspur’s Harry Kane. One consequence of the fatter
format means only eight teams will be eliminated
from the six initial groups of four, with even third
place likely to seal a last-16 spot. Spain’s group looks
the toughest on paper, with the Czech Republic,
Turkey and Croatia, while France should comfortably
top a section including Albania, Romania and
Switzerland.

Italy will also have to be on their guard against a
dangerous-looking Belgium squad, Ireland and
Sweden who in Zlatan Ibrahimovic have one of the
tournament’s A-listers. Others vying for the limelight
include Portugal’s Cristiano Ronaldo who endured a
disappointing World Cup and is running out of time to
claim a first title for his country. Of the debutants,
Iceland’s appearance will add novelty value although
having finished above the Netherlands in qualifying
they will need to be taken seriously by group rivals
Portugal, Austria and Hungary. Wales, too, will not just
be making up the numbers if talisman Gareth Bale,
who has led them to their first finals since the 1958
World Cup, is fit and firing.— Reuters

Spotlight back on pitch 
for the expanded Euros

TIRANA: Albania have already achieved their dream by simply qualifying
for their first major tournament and they hope that the lack of psycho-
logical pressure in France might even take them beyond the group
stage. Seemingly the eternal also-rans, Albania had never previously
reached the World Cup or European Championship and the 3-0 win over
Armenia that clinched their place in Euro 2016 sparked wild scenes at
home and among thousands of Albanians abroad. “Getting to the finals
means we have already won our European Championship. We managed
to qualify directly,” said national soccer federation spokesman Tritan
Kokona. “We have a weapon we intend to use: we carry no psychological
burdens,” Kokona said.

Albania will play hosts France, Romania and Switzerland in Group A
and, outgunned by rivals with more experience and international stars,
no-one is setting their sights absurdly high. All the same, Italian coach
Gianni De Biasi and soccer federation chief Armando Duka harbour
hopes of making it through the group stage. “We shall go to France to
play football, not as tourists, but we are not making plans. Our group is
difficult, but we have proved we can beat anyone.” said Duka. The
Albanian diaspora in Europe, home to most of the team’s players from
Kosovo and Macedonia, have already bought 26,000 tickets for the
group matches. However, it will be understandable in Albania’s first
match against Switzerland if some supporters feel a clash of loyalties.
Almost half of Switzerland’s main line-up are of ethnic Albanian origin
from Kosovo and Granit Xhaka, a pillar of the Swiss team, is likely to be
playing against his own brother Taulant. In his four years as coach, De
Biasi has tried various players to find the perfect combination but
though Albania play a strong defensive game their attack lacks punch.
Striker Bekim Balaj sealed victory over Portugal in their opening group
match with a powerful shot from an Odise Roshi cross that wrong-footed
an experienced Portuguese defense.— Reuters

Underdogs Albania hope 
the Euro dream will

stretch beyond groups

Injury-hit Germany to rediscover form
BERLIN: The German side setting their sights on Euro
2016, 20 years after their last continental trophy, may
be completely different from the one that won the
2014 World Cup in Brazil. Although coach Joachim
Loew has kept a core of the players who won the
country’s fourth World Cup, he will need to mould
them back into a tournament team if they are to
knock holders Spain off the champions’ pedestal after
eight years. The manager will also need to quickly
integrate a group of younger players, including the
talented but uncapped Joshua Kimmich and Julian
Weigl among others, to deliver a competitive unit.

“ We are confident but not arrogant.  We are
strong but not invincible,” Loew said ahead of a
training camp in I taly.  The manager ’s  biggest
headache is his back l ine where the qualif iers

exposed an alarming lack of consistency. Germany
conceded five goals in their last four games and left
it unexpectedly late to top their group. Central
defender Jerome Boateng has only just come back
for Bayern Munich after more than three months out
injured. Fellow defender Benedikt Hoewedes also
missed much of 2016 through injury, returning to
action only weeks ago for Schalke.

Loew has another headache in front of the defense,
with captain Bastian Schweinsteiger racing to over-
come an injury and fellow holding midfielder Ilkay
Guendogan already ruled out with a knee cap injury.
“These injuries are a bit of a concern for me,” Loew
said.  “You have such problems before every tourna-
ment but I really hope that we now can all remain
healthy and those injured at the moment can come

back.” Germany’s midfield, overflowing with talent,
remains awe-inspiring, with players such as Mesut
Ozil, Marco Reus, Karim Bellarabi, Lukas Podolski and
Andre Schuerrle jostling for position alongside defi-
nite starters Sami Khedira and Toni Kroos.

Thomas Mueller, who has enjoyed his most prolific
scoring season at Bayern having produced 20 league
goals, will lead their attack along with in-form Mario
Gomez and World Cup final scorer Mario Goetze, des-
perate for games after spending most of the season
on the Bayern bench. Few expect the Germans to
have any problems against Ukraine, Northern Ireland
and Poland, who beat them once in qualifying, in
Group C where they are overwhelming favorites.
Beyond that, much will depend on what sort of team
Loew can field.— Reuters

ASCONA: A tourist boat sails from the town of Ascona on Lago Maggiore also called Lake Langen. The German national football team will train here from May 24
until June 3, 2016 for the EURO 2016 taking place in France. — AFP 

Vulnerable England set to 
extend ‘50 years of hurt’

LONDON: When England fans sang about “30 years of hurt” at Euro ‘96 they
had high hopes of ending the pain with a first trophy since the 1966 World
Cup but 20 years on from that agonizing near miss there is precious little
optimism in the air. To a buoyant chart-topping Three Lions soundtrack of
“football’s coming home” England came within the width of Paul Gascoigne’s
bootlace of securing a place in the Euro ‘96 final on home soil.

The midfielder’s extra-time, open-goal miss against Germany led to penal-
ties, which England lost, just as they did in their only other semi-final appear-
ance since 1966 at the 1990 World Cup. Since then England have been serially
unsuccessful despite the virtually biennial routine of excitable build-up fol-
lowed by dispiriting exit. That see-saw frustration was summed up in the
space of four days by England’s two most recent friendlies in March. Having
reached the Euro 2016 finals by winning all 10 qualifiers, scoring 31 goals and
conceding three, England put the icing on the cake with an uplifting 3-2
away win over world champions Germany. However, with predictions of glory
still filling the back pages, a flat performance and 2-1 Wembley defeat by a
Dutch team who did not even make the Euros brought everyone down to
earth. Ironically, as England have gradually adopted a more continental style
of play, and can now keep the ball and build patient attacks with the best of
them, their traditional strengths have been left behind. Since John Terry left
the scene England have looked horribly vulnerable in the centre of defense
and, having been bundled out of the 2014 World Cup group stage on the
back of the most basic errors in that department, they were caught out in
both friendlies in exactly the same way.—Reuters


