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LONDON: Antonio Conte insists the battle for a top four
finish is providing Chelsea with all the motivation they need,
even if Premier League leaders Manchester City out of
reach. Conte’s side recovered from the disappointment of a
pre-Christmas draw at Everton by beating Brighton 2-0 on
Tuesday to move within a point of second-placed
Manchester United. With City on a record-breaking run of
victories, Blues boss Conte admits there appears to be little
chance of closing the gap. But the Italian insisted last sea-
son’s champions are still motivated. “I think in this league
there is a great motivation for all. To try, I repeat, to stay
there and to fight until the end,” he said. “I don’t know if it
will win the title. It depends upon Manchester City.  They
are doing something extraor-
dinary to win every game and
draw only once up to now.
That means you’re having a
fantastic run.”

“Otherwise, Chelsea,
United, Tottenham, Arsenal
and Liverpool would be stay-
ing there to fight. We fight for
a place in the Champions
League next season. “There
are four places for six top
teams. Last season,
Manchester United and
Arsenal finished fifth and sixth,
no?  “There is this great motivation for me, for the players,
and we want to try and improve. “Our start wasn’t easy this
season, for many reasons. But we want to work and improve.
There are many competitions.  “It’s important to face every
competition and be very proud to play every game.”

Alvaro Morata headed Chelsea ahead immediately after
half-time and Marcos Alonso added the second on the hour
at Stamford Bridge. “Today it was positive to score for

Alvaro,” said Conte. “He’s our No9.  Against Everton, he
didn’t play. “Also Alonso, to score five goals up to now, for a
wing-back, is a great achievement. “But it’s important to
continue. Not to stop scoring. We need this alternative from
our strikers.”

VIDAL LINK 
Conte wants to strengthen his squad in January and

expressed his admiration for Bayern Munich midfielder
Arturo Vidal after being questioned about reports linking
the Chile midfielder with a move to Chelsea. “I must be hon-
est, it’s not right to talk about a player of another team,” he
said. “Especially if you try to link this player with us. Arturo

is a fantastic player, I have a
great respect for Arturo, and
we spent many years in
Juventus together. I’d always
want him with me.”

Brighton manager Chris
Hughton also responded to
reports claiming Albion have
agreed a fee for Celtic striker
Moussa Dembele. “I’ve heard
reports. As manager of this
football club, I’m quite sure I’d
know. There’s been no contact
between the two clubs,” he
said. Albion remain close to

mid-table our a solid run following last season’s promotion
and Hughton added: “I want them to feel proud of where we
are and what we’ve achieved so far, but frustrated because
we could have done better. “Would we have been happy at
the start of the season to be in the position we are in now?
The answer would be yes. But we could have done better.
“If anything, in the second half of the season, it won’t get
any easier. It will get harder, if anything.” — AFP 
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LONDON: Arsene Wenger knows Arsenal cannot
afford a repeat of their last trip to Selhurst Park
when they face Crystal Palace today. The Gunners
have benefitted from extra rest compared to their
rivals in the battle for a top four place and face the
Eagles six days after the pulsating 3-3 draw with
Liverpool that marked the start of the holiday fix-
tures. But in the meantime, they have seen Liverpool,
Tottenham and Chelsea all win to intensify the battle
for a Champions League spot.

That means Wenger’s side face Palace knowing
they risk losing ground if they fail to claim three
points. That was a task that proved beyond them
when they faced the Eagles last April and turned in
one of their worst displays of the season when they
fell to a 3-0 defeat. Then, Palace were involved in a
desperate battle to avoid relegation and they over-
whelmed an Arsenal side that fell short in their
efforts to finish in the top four, failing to qualify for
the Champions League for the first time under
Wenger.

This t ime around, the gap to fourth placed
Liverpool is four points, while victory will move
them level on points with Tottenham in fifth. The
season will produce many more twists and turns, but
heading into the second half of the campaign, it
would be a major blow if  there were signs of
Wenger’s side losing ground, particularly while the
futures of Alexis Sanchez and Mesut Ozil remain up
in the air. Whether those two players stay beyond
the end of the season when their current contracts
expire remains to be seen, but Wenger has offered
clues that Jack Wilshere will be handed a new deal.

The England midfielder has forced his way back
into Wenger’s line-up after another injury-scarred
start to the campaign and impressed in the meeting
with Liverpool. “He is better now than in the last two
or three years. It’s positive, overall he is in very good
shape,” said Wenger. The Frenchman knows his side
must improve on the first half defensive display that
almost cost them against Liverpool.

Palace have hardly been prolific scorers but
Wilfried Zaha has been showing the kind of form
that has seen the Ivory Coast international once
again linked with a move away, with Manchester
City and Tottenham reported interested. Palace
striker Christian Benteke is available to return after
missing the trip to Swansea while he served a one-
match suspension.—AFP 
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LONDON: File photo shows Chelsea’s Italian head coach Antonio Conte gestures during the English League
Cup quarter-final football match between Chelsea and Bournemouth at Stamford Bridge Stadium, in south-
west London. — AFP

LIVERPOOL: Liverpool manager Jurgen Klopp insists
he is not interested in the individual goal tallies of his
attacking players because they will all get opportunities
to find the net. Two goals from Roberto Firmino and
one each from Philippe Coutinho, Trent Alexander-
Arnold and Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain helped Liverpool
to an emphatic 5-0 win over Swansea City at Anfield.
The victory ensured Liverpool remain in the thick of
the battle for the Champions League places in fourth
spot - five points behind second-placed Manchester
United. Brazilian duo Coutinho and Firmino were both
particularly influential in the Boxing Day win at Anfield.

However, Klopp preferred to extol the virtues of the
collective efforts of his players rather than single out
individuals. Klopp said: “I am happy for all the boys
when they score but I couldn’t say how many he has, or
how many he has, I don’t care. “That is not in my inter-
est. If we play like we play in our good moments then
the boys will be in good situations. They will all score.

“Sadio Mane didn’t play here but he will score if we
play like this, if we bring the different players in the dif-
ferent moments in the different situations. “When you
see the result is 5-0 that it was an easy game but it
wasn’t an easy game. It was really hard work, I’ve no
problem with that. “I’m really happy with what we
learned from the game. It is a perfect result for us,
nobody injured I don’t think. Important three points,
five goals, clean sheet so it’s all good.”

‘LOT OF GAMES TO COME’ 
Klopp withdrew Firmino in the 68th minute and the

German explained that he did so with one eye on a
hectic period of games over the festive period even
though Firmino, who has scored six in his last seven
games, wanted to remain on the pitch. “You could see
he wasn’t the happiest in the stadium when I took him
off but at least I have to stay reasonable or serious
because there are a lot of  games to come,” Klopp said

“I appreciate Roberto’s effort and performance
always and I am happy that he scored twice but I could
not say how many he has scored so far in the season. “I
feel he is always involved and always in and around the
dangerous situations for the opponents. In the first half

he was right full back, he was left full back, he was
everywhere. At the end he scored two goals so that’s
nice, very nice.” Klopp also revealed that captain
Jordan Henderson and left-back Alberto Moreno, both
absent from the win over Swansea through injury, will
miss forthcoming fixtures against Leicester City and
Burnley. Swansea caretaker manager Leon Brittan, who
expects to be in charge for their next game with

Watford as no managerial appointment is imminent, felt
his players were guilty of making fundamental errors at
Anfield. “The second half after conceding a goal all
belief and confidence drained from the players,” he
said. “We made a lot of errors, basic mistakes, and you
do it against a team of Liverpool’s quality you get pun-
ished. We are bottom of the league and confidence is
low. It’s unacceptable.” —AFP 

Klopp refuses to
be star struck 
leading Liverpool

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ARABIAN GULF CUP 2017
Kuwait v United Arab Emirates 18:30
Kuwait TV Sport Plus
MBC Pro Sports 1 HD
KTV Sport HD
Dubai Sports 1 HD
Saudi Arabia v Oman 18:30
Kuwait TV Sport Plus
MBC Pro Sports 1 HD
KTV Sport HD
Dubai Sports 1 HD

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Crystal Palace v Arsenal 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2

LONDON: File photo shows Liverpool’s German manager Jurgen Klopp instructs Liverpool’s English midfield-
er Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain during the English Premier League football match between Arsenal and
Liverpool at the Emirates Stadium in London on December 22, 2017. — AFP

KUWAIT: Kuwait and the UAE football teams will meet at
Jaber International Stadium today at the end of Group A
competitions of the 23rd Gulf Cup.  The match is impor-
tant for both teams, as the emirates seeks winning or at
the very least to secure the semi-final qualification, while
Kuwaitis are looking for their first winning to satisfy their
fans.  The UAE team beat Oman in the first round of their
group with a 1-0, drew with Saudi Arabia in the second
round, while Kuwait lost in the first and second rounds
respectively against Saudi Arabia and Oman.

Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates have won 19 times
in the Arabian Gulf Cup and Kuwait had won 10 times while
UAE won seven times. They tied two times.  On other hand,
Saudi Arabia and Oman will meet also at Jaber International
Stadium today in the final round of Group A competitions of
the 23rd Arabian Gulf Cup in a crucial match to qualify for
the semi-finals. Omanis will play today with only one chance
to reach the semi-finals, while Saudi Arabia needs one point
to qualify. The two teams met 13 times in the history of the
Arabian Gulf Cup, where Saudi Arabia won 12 times, while
Oman won once in the Gulf Cup final. — KUNA

Kuwait and UAE 
meet tday 

LONDON: Andy Murray says his injury-ravaged sea-
son has forced him to take a cautious approach to
what he can achieve when he returns to action. Murray
has been sidelined since July when he was beaten by
Sam Querrey in the Wimbledon quarter-finals.

That loss was caused largely by Murray’s problems
with a hip injury and he missed the US Open as a
result of his fitness struggles.  The three-time major
winner plans to make his comeback at the Brisbane
tournament which starts on New Year’s Eve.

But despite also surrendering his world number one
ranking during a frustrating year, Murray insists he
won’t be motivated solely by thoughts of Grand Slam
glory once he gets back on court. Instead, the Scot
wants to first prove he is  finally fit and start to enjoy
his tennis again.

“When I was fit and healthy last year (2016) you
think about winning all the major events, getting to No

1 and winning every competition that you are in and
that is what really drives you,” Murray told Sky Sports.
“When you miss four or five months and there has
been a bit of uncertainty about my hip or stuff. I
missed the US Open and almost missed Wimbledon as
well.  “The goals change and I remember now how
much I just loved playing tennis — it isn’t about win-
ning every match that I play in the future or winning
more slams.

“I want to get back to playing tennis, I want to be fit
and healthy and that is what is driving me just now. “I
am hoping next year I can get back to that and if I do
then I have an opportunity to compete for the biggest
tournaments in the world and I still believe that.”

Murray’s ranking has slumped outside the top 10 for
the first time in a decade, but the 30-year-old is confi-
dent he can still make an impact in the Grand Slams
once he gets back into the groove.

“The major competitions are the ones that drive me
more than the ranking. I want to compete. It was tough
for me basically limping out of Wimbledon at the end,”
Murray said. “I want to be competing hard and trying
to win the Australian Open in January. That is ultimate-
ly what I want to be doing but first and foremost I
need to get healthy. “I was pretty unhealthy for most of
this year and I am getting there but it  is a slow
process.” —AFP
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it slow after 
injury woes


