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SOCCER

HONG KONG: Liverpool manager
Jurgen Klopp plans to unleash an
injury-free Daniel Sturridge in the new
season with the England striker back
training fully fit and focused. “It’s the
best condition he has been in since I
have been here,” Klopp told reporters
in Hong Kong yesterday ahead of his
second full  campaign as Liverpool
manager.

Sturridge has been troubled by a
spate of injuries since joining the Reds
from Premier League rivals Chelsea in
2013 and hip problems restricted his
impact to just seven goals from 27
appearances last season.  The 27-year-

old has recently been linked with a big-
money move to China, but Klopp insist-
ed Sturridge was going nowhere, back-
ing him to return to the kind of form
that almost helped bring Liverpool a
league tit le in his f irst  season on
Merseyside.

“He has been part of a full pre-sea-
son so far so that is very positive,”
Klopp said before Liverpool take part in
the Premier League Asia Trophy also
involving Leicester City, Crystal Palace
and West Bromwich Albion.  “It has
been quite intense what we have done
and he has pretty much been part of
each session so that is good. He is in

good physical shape.” Amid fanfare
over the arrival  of  record signing
Mohamed Salah to Liverpool, signed
from Roma last month for an estimated
$45 million, Klopp said his primary
focus was on seeing his club improve
on last season’s fourth-place finish.

“Sometimes (the news) is all about
bringing in new players but the main
thing is how do we improve the players
we had last season,” said the former
Dortmund coach, currently playing a
waiting game on key transfer targets
Naby Keita and Virgil van Dijk.

“The good thing is we did not lose
any player that we want and I expect a

lot of improvement from the players
we have.” Salah is one of two new sign-
ings Liverpool have brought with them
to Hong Kong.

The Egypt international has hit the
ground running with the Reds, scoring
in his first friendly against Wigan last
week, while striker Dominic Solanke
will also be looking to impress his new
boss following the 19-year-old’s free
transfer from Chelsea.  But Klopp
refused to be drawn on Leipzig mid-
fielder Keita or van Dijk ,  the
Southampton defender.

“It is what it is and the transfer mar-
ket is open until the (August) 31st,” said

the German, whose team kick off their
Premier League campaign at Watford
on August 12.  “I am not easy to frus-
trate. It ’s the transfer market-some-
times things work out, sometimes they
don’t. I have all the players I want, until
now. I’m still relaxed.”

Meanwhile,  Liverpool arrived in
Hong Kong on Monday to a deluge of
rain and flood warnings. “You have to
make the best of the circumstances,”
said Klopp. “We come from England so
we are used to a little bit of rain but
yesterday was a little bit too much.
Situations like this are like football-you
always need to find solutions.”— AFP

Manager Klopp backs Sturridge to fire for Liverpool

BREDA: Leonie Maier (R) of Germany vies with Kosovare Asllani (L) of Sweden during the UEFA Women’s Euro 2017 football tournament between
Germany and Sweden at Rat Verlegh Stadium in Breda city on Monday. — AFP

BREDA: Holders Germany were held to a goal-
less draw by Sweden while underdogs Russia
stunned Italy as Group B opened at the women’s
Euro tournament in the Netherlands on Monday.
In Breda, Sweden picked up their first point in 12
competitive encounters with Germany, who
have by now won the European title six times in
a row and eight times overall.

Earlier in Rotterdam, first-half goals from
Elena Danilova and Elena Morozova handed
Russia a surprise 2-1 win over Italy.  In a reprise
of the Olympic final from Rio, Germany kept
Sweden under pressure in an uneventful first
half but they failed to create scoring chances
against solid defence.

Their dominance continued in the second
half, with substitute Mandy Islacker the biggest
threat for the Swedish goal. In the 65th minute,
she flicked a low cross from Carolin Simon just
past the post.

Sweden then demonstrated their strength on
the counter-attack but Stina Blackstenius failed

to deliver following a superb run as her weak
shot was blocked by keeper Almuth Schult who
also stopped Lotta Schelin’s breakaway effort
two minutes later.

Seven minutes before the end, Islacker flicked
a low pass from captain Dzsenifer Marozsan
under the crossbar, but Chelsea keeper Hedvig
Lindahl cleared the ball over the bar. “In the first
half we had a little bit too much respect for
Sweden but we can be happy with the second
half,” said Marozsan, an Olympique Lyon mid-
fielder.  Sweden coach Pia Sundhage said she
was happy with the result and “especially the
way we defended.

“It was a good start into this tournament, for
us it has been crucial to get a good start.” In
Rotterdam, Russia’s Danilova struck nine minutes
into the game with a low shot from outside the
box that took Italian keeper Chiara Marchitelli by
surprise at her left post.

On 26 minutes, Morozova headed in
Ekaterina Sochneva’s corner to give Russia a 2-0

lead which Italy merely reduced through Ilaria
Mauro’s 88th-minute consolation goal. Russia
were avenging three 2-0 defeats from Italy at
previous Euro tournaments, as well as a 3-0 loss
in a friendly last December.  Russia’s high press-
ing kept Italy at bay most of the time, and when
that failed, their 19-year-old keeper Tatiana
Shcherbak came to the rescue.  Shcherbak
cleared a long-range left-foot blast from Marta
Carissimi in the first half and then forced out a
vicious long-range shot from captain Melania
Gabbiadini, curling into her top corner.

Two minutes from the end, Shcherbak failed
to react to a random pass which Mauro barely
touched and which ended up in the Russian net.
But she produced another superb save in stop-
page time, sending Elisa Bartoli’s header onto
the crossbar and the goal line, from which the
Russian defence managed to clear it.

“We were too deep,” Italian defender Elena
Linari told UEFA’s website. “They were able to get
players in whenever they wanted to.” — AFP

Germany held by Sweden, Russia 
stun Italy at women’s Euro

GLASGOW: Celtic will hope the focus is
solely on football when the Scottish cham-
pions host Linfield in the return leg of their
Champions League second round qualifier
today.  The Hoops have one foot in the next
round following a 2-0 victory over the
Northern Ireland title holders at Windsor
Park thanks to first-half goals from Scott
Sinclair and Australian international Tom
Rogic.  However, the first leg in Belfast was
marred by nasty scenes with the Linfield
fans - who are drawn from Northern
Ireland’s Protestant community - giving a
hostile reception to Celtic, who are histori-
cally seen as a Catholic side.

Their unruly behaviour during and
after the game has led to UEFA charging
David Healy ’s  s ide for  objects  being
thrown from the crowd and a field inva-
sion by supporters.

The Glasgow giants - who had a small
pocket of supporters in the stadium after
the club refused its official allocation - are
also the subject of disciplinary action with
Europe’s governing body charging them
with improper conduct after they picked
up more than five bookings.  One of the
players booked was Celtic striker Leigh
Griffiths, who was the target of the home
support on a number of occasions.  The
Scotland international was forced to
remove objects from the field including
coins and a bottle as he prepared to take a
second half corner kick, earning himself a
yellow card for time-wasting from Spanish
referee Alejandro Hernandez - a booking
described as bizarre by Celtic’s Northern

Irish manager Brendan Rodgers.
Griffiths then sparked crowd disorder at

the end of the game when he tied a Celtic
scar f to a goal-post, with riot police
deployed to stop a pitch invasion and the
striker subsequently charged by UEFA for
provoking spectators.  Those scenes have
led to Police Scotland issuing a statement
urging fans to focus on the football as extra
officers are drafted in to deal with the
anticipated 1500 Linfield supporters who
are making the trip to Glasgow.  Despite
the off-field issues, Celtic will be pleased to
have registered a win in Belfast as they
avoided a repeat of the embarrassment of
the 1-0 defeat they suffered against
Gibraltar minnows Lincoln Red Imps at the
same stage of the competition last season. 

The Hoops will now be keen to put on a
show for their supporters as they attempt
to seal their spot in the third round where
they could face either Rosenborg or Irish
champions Dundalk.

Irish winger Jonny Hayes knows Celtic -
who finished last season unbeaten domesti-
cally - will be overwhelming favourites to
take a step closer to the lucrative group
stages but insists they will be fully focused
on finishing the job against Linfield.
“Linfield will have to come and play and
look for a goal or two so hopefully it might
make for a more exciting game,” the sum-
mer signing from Aberdeen said. “We would
maybe have liked another goal, but credit
to Linfield they sat in and were well organ-
ised but we were definitely the happier side
to have come away with a 2-0 win.” —AFP

Celtic hope for trouble 
free Linfield visit

Mourinho pleased as 
Lukaku opens account

SALT LAKE CITY: Romelu Lukaku bagged
his first goal in a Manchester United shirt
on Monday as the 10-man Premier League
giants labored to a 2-1 victory over Real
Salt Lake in Utah. Lukaku, who joined the
Red Devils from Everton in a reported 75
million pound ($98.2 million) transfer last
week, fired United ahead on 38 minutes,
latching on to a low cross from Henrikh
Mkhitaryan.

The 24-year-old Belgian international
striker had also been involved in United’s
equalizer scored by Mkhitaryan in the 29th
minute after Luis Silva had given Salt Lake a
shock early lead. Lukaku used his strength
and physical presence to hold off the Real
defense to feed Jesse Lingard, who provid-
ed the pass for Mkhitaryan to score.

United manager Jose Mourinho was
pleased with Lukaku’s display, saying the
former Chelsea player was now a “top strik-
er.” “It’s just nice for him, not important for
me,” Mourinho said of Lukaku’s first United
goal. “Before he scored the goal I told him I
love everything you do on the pitch. Don’t
be worried about scoring or not scoring. He
gets behind people, works and presses
well. Like everything he does. 

“It’s easy to feel it because he was my
player four years ago his evolution has
been great. He’s now a top striker. The goal
is just a detail, not important.”

RED CARD WOE 
United’s win was marred by the second-

half dismissal of Antonio Valencia for a
reckless lunge on Sebastian Saucedo.
Valencia was given his marching orders
after a lengthy consultation between the
match referee and Mourinho. “The referee
asked me to change the player and I didn’t
because I don’t agree with the card,”
Mourinho said, before appearing to sug-
gest Saucedo was to blame.

“(He) was really aggressive in the second
half. That’s what happens. Some other
actions were a bit dangerous,” Mourinho
said.  “It’s young people with enthusiasm
playing against Manchester United but it’s
a friendly match and it’s a different mentali-
ty. But it’s preseason so no problem. It is
good experience or us to play with one
player less.”

The United goals were the rare high-
lights of a disjoined first half performance
from Mourinho’s side, who had travelled to
Utah earlier Monday from their Los Angeles
training camp.

For much of the opening half United
were second best, with their defense being
given a torrid time by a team who are lan-
guishing near the foot of Major League
Soccer’s Western Conference.

The lively attacking trio of Luis Silva,
Joao Plata and Jefferson Savarino often left
United’s defense scrambling to get into
position, with Phil Jones finding the move-
ment of the Salt Lake front two hard to deal
with. A surging run from Savarino set up
Silva’s opening goal on 23 minutes.

United however responded swiftly with
Mkhitaryan’s equalizer just before the half
hour mark. Real coach Mike Petke, with one
eye on his team’s MLS fixture in Portland on
Wednesday, withdrew his entire starting
line-up at the 30-minute mark, and United
capitalized to take the lead through
Lukaku. Mourinho also fielded a new start-
ing XI for the second half, with Marcus
Rashford and Anthony Martial leading the
line for United. United again struggled to
impose themselves however, and their frus-
tration boiled over when Antonio Valencia
was sent off for a reckless lunge on
Sebastian Saucedo midway through the
second half. United will face Manchester
City in Houston on Thursday in the third
game of their US tour.—AFP

SANDY: Manchester United forward Romelu Lukaku, right, scores against Real Salt
Lake goalkeeper Lalo Fernandez during the first half of a friendly soccer match
Monday, in Sandy, Utah. — AP

SHANGHAI: Arsenal manager Arsene
Wenger said yesterday he wants to make
more new signings before the season begins
next month and batted away fresh doubts
about the future of Alexis Sanchez.  Wenger is
under pressure after the Premier League side
failed to qualify for the Champions League
for the first time in 20 years, and he is also
dealing with persistent doubts about several
of his star players.  Chief among them is the
future of attacker Sanchez, who has a year
left on his Arsenal contract but is stalling over
an extension.  Wenger said that rather than
sell his best players, he is in the market to add
to his squad.

“We are still open to strengthening our
team with players coming from outside,” the
Frenchman, who has already signed defender
Sead Kolasinac and striker Alexandre
Lacazette this summer, told the Arsenal web-
site.  “We are very active in the transfer market
and have already realised two incomings. 

“We have to keep a balance as well, that
you don’t destabilise the team too much by
bringing in too many players. “But we are still
active in the transfer market so let’s see what
kind of opportunities we can find.”

Separately, speaking at a Shanghai press
conference on the eve of a friendly with
Bayern Munich, Wenger said he paid little
attention to more media reports linking
Sanchez with a move away from Arsenal.  The
28-year-old was quoted in Chilean media at
the weekend as saying he wanted to play
Champions League football.

Wenger said he had not spoken to the
player since the quotes emerged and Sanchez

is not on the tour in China as he takes time
out on holiday.  But Wenger added: “I do not
give too much importance to things that are
translated.  “From that interview what I got was
that he didn’t really mean that (about leaving
Arsenal to play Champions League football).

“The main focus for us is the Premier League
and the Premier League for me today is more
important than the Champions League. “We
played 20 years in the Champions League —
17 years before Sanchez arrived and three with
him-so he can get us back in it.” — AFP

Arsenal seeking fresh blood 
but Sanchez stays: Wenger

SHANGHAI: Arsenal’s forward Alexandre Lacazette kicks the ball during a training session
ahead of the International Champions Cup football match between Bayern Munich and Arsenal
in Shanghai yesterday.  Arsenal will play against Bayern Munich in Shanghai today. —AFP


