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BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi gestures after missing a goal opportunity during the Spanish league football match
FC Barcelona vs SD Eibar at the Camp Nou stadium.— AFP  

WATFORD: Pep Guardiola insisted that
Manchester City are “decades” behind
Europe’s largest clubs despite the 5-0 win
away to injury-hit Watford that clinched
Champions League qualification. The City
manager was delighted with the result on
the final day of the Premier League season
for one of the richest clubs in world foot-
ball, but former Barcelona and Bayern
Munich head coach Guardiola said that
wealth did not count as much as experi-
ence and status.

“When Real Madrid and Barcelona want
one player other teams cannot compete,”
said the Spaniard. “It’s not just money. It’s
Real and Barca. (Money) is not enough. To
compete against them we need time,
decades. “For years this club (City) was not
playing in Europe, and now we’ve been
there seven years. But to achieve the next
step, the gap is shorter but it’s more diffi-
cult-to compete head to head against the
big clubs in Europe, Real Madrid, Barcelona,
Bayern Munich, Juventus. 

“Atletico Madrid made that step but
even they could not win the Champions
League even though they deserved to.”
Guardiola revealed that Sergio Aguero,
who scored twice against Watford and
could have had more, will remain at the
Etihad Stadium next season, along with
captain Vincent Kompany, who opened the
scoring with a free header from a corner.
Despite his misgivings about City’s chances
against the top clubs in Europe next sea-
son, the manager was relieved to have
secured third place in the Premier League
and so avoided a qualifying round.

‘NO SECOND CHANCE’ 
“It was in our hands, not depending on

anything, and Watford had trouble in
defense, a lot of injuries, but always when
you play for something on the last week-

end of the season it is complicated, there is
always pressure, there is no second chance,”
said Guardiola. “But we showed many good
things and we are so happy,” added the
manager whose initial campaign in
England ended without a trophy.

Guardiola said his first season in the
Premier League, “was what I expected”. “Big,
big teams, we knew it wouldn’t be easy.
Knowing Chelsea play one game a week,
how strong they are. Tottenham were sec-
ond and one of the best teams of the world
playing football. The gap is like this, we
were not good enough but we want to play
better next season to reduce that gap and
fight to the end.

“In terms of how many times Man City
have been in Europe, we cannot compare
against Liverpool, Manchester United,
Arsenal or Chelsea.  “Every year qualifying
for the Champions League will be tougher
and tougher, and we are there. “We are sat-
isfied because we are in the Champions
League. Tomorrow we will think about
what to do next season and the pressure
will be the same, to try to win. And if it’s not
possible to improve, to try to find out why
and make changes.”

Watford manager Walter Mazzarri left
the club after six successive defeats, their
worst run for 44 years, but he cited injures
as the reason. “While we had a complete
squad we were fighting for seventh place,
reached 40 points and were 10th. But today
we had absolutely no defenders, I would
like to see which team could do better,” he
said. “I gave everything and with such a dif-
ficult situation a less experienced manager
would have done worse. We were safe with
six games left. It’s another objective in my
career. “I’m experienced enough to know
you cannot have 20,000 people on your
side. I know the majority understood what
was going on.” —AFP 
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MANCHESTER: Losing the Europa League
final is a prospect that doesn’t bear think-
ing about at Manchester United. Not for
the players, who would face another sea-
son out of the prestigious Champions
League the bonus prize for winning
Europe’s second-tier competition - not to
mention the pain of defeat in a high-profile
title match.

Not for the club’s owners, who would be
hit with a big reduction in sponsorship
money and, potentially, prize money from
European competition next season. And
not for its famous manager, whose first
year at United would be widely viewed as a
failure. “This game,” United striker Marcus
Rashford said, “is our season.” So much
hinges on the match against Ajax in
Stockholm on Wednesday that United’s
players and their manager, Jose Mourinho,
have to be feeling the pressure heading to
the Swedish capital.

United even gave up on its Premier
League campaign with a few weeks
remaining to give its full focus to the
Europa League. For England’s biggest club,
it’s time to deliver. In a year of highs and
lows under Mourinho, United has won the
League Cup to claim a trophy for the sec-
ond straight season but finished in a disap-
pointing sixth place in the Premier League.
Missing a top-four finish - for the third time
in four years - meant United failed to earn a
qualification spot for next season’s
Champions League, the minimum require-
ment for Mourinho and the club’s American
owners. The only way to achieve that now
is by winning the Europa League, which
has become a more attractive competition
since 2015 when the rules changed to offer
the winner an automatic spot in the group
stage of the Champions League. And that’s
where United, a 20-time English champion
and three-time winner of the European
Cup, feels it belongs: on the game’s biggest
stage. Not slumming it with the continent’s
also-rans in the Europa League.

IMMEDIATE SUCCESS 
Mourinho was hired last year to bring

immediate success to United. For all his
perceived downsides - a cautious, pragmat-
ic style on the field and a confrontational,
fight-picking approach off it - he has been

a rapid hoarder of trophies throughout his
coaching career. Two cups and Champions
League qualification would amount to a
successful first season at United. One tro-
phy and no Champions League would be a
huge let-down.

“It makes sense to say it,” Mourinho said,
when this point of view was put to him,
“but I don’t feel like that. I don’t want the
players to feel like that. I don’t think the
board feels like that.” That’s because, in
Mourinho’s opinion, United has made
progress this season, recovering some of its
aura of old, only for a mixture of injuries
and a grueling schedule to set the team
back. The last two months have been hard
going, with a game every three or four days
as a consequence of United going deep in
every competition it entered.

The game against Ajax will be United’s
64th of the season. Mourinho has cut a
grumpy figure of late, carrying an air of
negativity toward the media for some of its
criticism of recent performances and clear-
ly dismayed by his team’s injury problems
that will deprive him of Zlatan Ibrahimovic,
in particular, for the final. Mourinho might
also be weighed down by the enormity of
the occasion. Rightly or wrongly, this is a
defining game for him and the club.

“That’s in a lot of people’s minds,” United
defender Daley Blind said of the pressure of
achieving Champions League qualification,
“but, for us, the most important thing is to
lift that trophy.  Thinking only about
Champions League is not enough.” Looking
purely in financial terms, United would see
a 30 percent reduction in the value of its
10-year jersey deal with Adidas - and equiv-
alent of 21 million pounds ($27 million) - if
the team doesn’t qualify for the Champions
League for the second straight season.

In soccer terms, another season in the
energy-sapping Europa League is hardly
ideal if United plans a genuine shot at the
Premier League title. No Champions
League might even stop some of its
biggest transfer targets, l ike Antoine
Griezmann, coming to Old Trafford next
season. Then there’s the fact that the
Europa League - or its predecessor, the
UEFA Cup - is the only major trophy missing
from United’s resume. Ninety minutes can
change all that. — AP 
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MANCHESTER: In this Thursday, May 11, 2017 file photo, Manchester United’s man-
ager Jose Mourinho celebrates after the end of the Europa League semifinal second
leg soccer match between Manchester United and Celta Vigo at Old Trafford. — AP 

MELBOURNE: Australia coach Ange Postecoglou
has recalled Germany-bound striker Jamie
Maclaren in a preliminary 30-man squad for the
Socceroos’ crunch World Cup qualifier against
Saudi Arabia and the Confederations Cup in
Russia. The former Brisbane Roar forward won
Australia’s ‘Golden Boot’ with Melbourne Victory’s
Besart Berisha after scoring 19 goals in the domes-
tic A-League’s regular season, and is back in the
frame after missing the previous two qualifiers
against Iraq and United Arab Emirates.

The 23-year-old, who has signed for Darmstadt
in Germany’s second division, joins veteran striker
Tim Cahill  and Tomi Juric in the squad, as
Postecoglou looks for more firepower to help
secure a fourth successive World Cup appearance.
“He gets an opportunity I guess, certainly his back
half of the year was very strong and scored goals,”
Postecoglou said of Maclaren, who has been
capped twice for Australia after representing
Scotland at youth level. “We’re certainly going to
need some depth in all areas. It’s gong to be a
challenging month.”

Australia ended a run of four successive draws
with their 2-0 win over the UAE in Sydney in March
but sit third in Group B of Asian qualifying, three
points behind Japan and Saudi Arabia. Only the
top two teams qualify automatically for Russia,
with the third-placed team going into a playoff.
Australia host Saudi Arabia in Adelaide on June 8
before heading to Japan in August and returning
home for the last qualifier against Thailand in
September.

Postecoglou has included six uncapped play-
ers, including Portugal-based defender Dylan
McGowan, the younger brother of Socceroos reg-
ular Ryan McGowan, and 20-year-old Netherlands-
based winger Ajdin Hrustic. “Ajdin’s been on our
radar for a while and this year he’s had a bit of a
breakthrough in Holland and did very well at the
under-23 camp,” said Postecoglou. “He’s technical-
ly very good and one we think would benefit from
being in that environment.” Midfielder Tom Rogic
returns from injury after winning another Scottish
championship with Celtic but former stalwart
defender Rhys Williams has been cut. The squad,
which will be trimmed to 23 next week, will also
play Brazil in a friendly in Melbourne on June 13
before heading to Russia for the June 19-July 12
Confederations Cup where Australia have been
drawn with Germany, Chile and Cameroon in
Group B. —Reuters 

BARCELONA: For Barcelona, this season’s
Spanish league title will go down as the one
that got away. A league-high 116 goals scored,
four fewer goals conceded than champion Real
Madrid, and the competitions’ top two scorers
in Lionel Messi and Luis Suarez should have
been enough to win the title for the third
straight year. But the statistics didn’t mean
much in the end because those great numbers
and Messi’s continued excellence couldn’t com-
pensate for costly losses to underdog sides and
the subpar contribution of Barcelona’s role
players. The Catalan club rallied from two goals
down to beat Eibar 4-2 on Sunday at Camp
Nou, but Madrid won 2-0 at Malaga to finish
three points ahead. Here’s a look at Messi’s sea-
son and how his team let him down:

ALL FOR NAUGHT
Messi did his part, and then some. At 29

years old, Messi had another superb individual
season worthy of the player widely considered
to be the best in the world. The club’s all-time
top scorer broke the 50-goal barrier for the
fifth time in his career, scoring a league-high
37 goals to go with 16 in other competitions.
Beyond the goals, he was the team’s best play-
maker, showing his unequaled sense of know-
ing when to fall back into midfield to pass, and
when he needed to take it straight at the
defense. Messi added another memorable

match to his archive by upstaging Cristiano
Ronaldo in a thrilling 3-2 victory at Madrid in
April, when he scored a brilliant equalizer to
make it 1-1 before snatching the victory with a
stoppage-time goal to stun the crowd at the
Santiago Bernabeu Stadium.

SLOW START
Barcelona only won three of its first seven

home matches, digging itself a hole that it
could never recover from. But of its four losses
this season, the one it will rue the most was a
perplexing 2-1 defeat to promoted Alaves back
in September at the Camp Nou. That stumble
proved to be the only home loss of the season,
and those three points ended up making the
difference.

IRREPLACEABLE INIESTA
Barcelona coach Luis Enrique had the plan

to not overwork Andres Iniesta, who was enter-
ing his 15th season at the age of 32. So last off-
season, the club brought in reinforcements
Andre Gomes and Denis Suarez to help Sergi
Busquets, Ivan Rakitic, Rafinha and Arda Turan
give Iniesta time off. Those extra options let
Iniesta play only the important games, and
start in just 13 of 38 matches. But the plan
backfired when his substitutes failed to come
even close to replicating his passing and play-
making skills. That meant Barcelona lost its sig-
nature dominance in midfield, leaving its

defense exposed to too many counterattacks
while Messi, Luis Suarez and Neymar waited
too long to get the ball.

MISSED OPPORTUNITY
If there is one date when Barcelona had the

perfect chance to catch Madrid and take con-
trol of the title race it was April 8. Madrid stum-
bled at home against cross town rival Atletico
Madrid, which earned a 1-1 draw on a late goal
by Antoine Griezmann. That opened the door
for Barcelona to move in front if it could win at
Malaga hours later. Instead, Barcelona self-
destructed, falling 2-0 after Neymar was sent
off for two senseless yellow cards.

TIRED COACH
A coach who says he is tired of managing is

not the ideal candidate to rally the troops. Luis
Enrique even admitted he was burned out
midway through the season.  The former
Barcelona midfielder will leave the club fol-
lowing three seasons that can only be judged
as very successful despite his team’s dip in
form during his last year. Under Luis Enrique,
Barcelona has won the Champions League, the
Club World Cup, two Spanish leagues and a
pair of Copa del Rey titles. It will have a chance
for a third Copa del Rey when it plays Alaves in
the final on Saturday in Luis Enrique’s last
match. — AP 

Barcelona: The Spanish 

league that got away

Maclaren recalled

for crunch

Saudi qualifier

AMSTERDAM: Ajax’s Dutch midfielder Daley Sinkgraven (L) and assistant manager
Dennis Bergkamp speak during a training session. — AFP 

AMSTERDAM: A year ago, Ajax could dom-
inate possession but struggled to stamp its
authority on quality opponents. After one
season in charge, coach Peter Bosz has
transformed the long-dormant Dutch pow-
erhouse into a dynamic team of young
players who swarm forward in attack and
are just as aggressive in defense. What has
he changed to achieve the turnaround?

“Almost everything,” Bosz said ahead of
his team’s Europa League final against
Manchester United in Stockholm on
Wednesday. “When I started, I knew how to
play, but I didn’t know with which players,”
Bosz said. “Now the players understand
exactly what I mean - pressing, high press-
ing and high ball tempo, how we build up
from behind, these kinds of things.” That
philosophy is hardly new to Ajax. It’s the
swift-passing style of play that won the
Amsterdam club three straight European
Cups in the early 1970s and the Champions
League in 1995.

But since its 1-0 victory over AC Milan in
Vienna 22 years ago, and a loss on penalties
against Juventus in the Champions League
final the following year, Ajax has been
largely left behind by free-spending
European powers. Bosz believes his team’s
trip to Stockholm to play Manchester
United is proof clubs with limited budgets
but talented young players can still have an
impact, at least in Europe’s second-tier club
competition.

TALENTED STARS 
“For a long time people in Holland said

it’s not possible for a Dutch team to play
any finals anymore because the financial
difference between the big clubs in Europe
and the Dutch clubs is so big now,” he said.
“But we’ve made it.” Ajax, runner-up to
Feyenoord in the Dutch league this season,
is back in a European final thanks to its
renowned youth program, which has for
decades churned out talented stars, and
the club’s knack for scouting stars of the
future.

Amsterdam was the first overseas stop
for Manchester United striker Zlatan
Ibrahimovic, who will miss the final in his
home country because of injury. Ajax has
uncovered another Scandinavian star in
Kasper Dolberg, the 19-year-old striker who
already has six goals in the Europa League
this season and whose cool finishing has
earned comparisons to Marco van Basten.
Dolberg scored a goal in each leg of Ajax’s
semifinal victory over Lyon.

Partnering Dolberg up front will be 21-
year-old Burkina Faso forward Bertrand
Traore, who is on loan from Chelsea and set
to again run into the manager who lured
him to London - Jose Mourinho. “He gave
me so many chances to stay in Chelsea. I
am excited to meet him again,” Traore said.
Ajax’s mix of home-grown talent and bar-
gain basement - by current European stan-
dards - signings is also familiar. —AFP 
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