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MILAN: Serie A has lost some of its allure in the last
few seasons yet, with its unpredictable club owners
and the tactical nous of its coaches, remains one of
the most colourful of the big five European leagues.
The following are 10 of the highlights and low points
of the season which finished on Sunday:

UNSTOPPABLE JUVENTUS
The Turin club won the title for their sixth succes-

sive season, the last three under phlegmatic coach
Massimiliano Allegri.

They scored a pre-season blow by signing the top
players from their two biggest rivals, Napoli striker
Gonzalo Higuain and Roma midfielder Miralem
Pjanic, and were almost invincible at home, winning
18 and drawing one of their 19 matches.

PALERMO CHAOS
Volatile owner Maurizio Zamparini announced he

was selling the club after 14 years to a fund led by
American-born businessman Paul Baccaglini, who
opened his shirt to reveal a Palermo chest tattoo during

his first press conference.On the field, Palermo employed
five difference coaches and were relegated to Serie B.

MILAN DOLDRUMS
AC Milan followed in the footsteps of neighbours

Inter as they were sold to a Chinese consortium in
April but both teams had mediocre seasons.

Seven-times European champions Milan finished
sixth to sneak into the Europa League qualifiers while
Inter employed three coaches on their way to sev-
enth place as they missed out on Europe altogether.

GENOA
Eighth at the end of the November, Genoa finished

four points clear of relegation after a second half
slump. Fans protested at one match by turning their
backs to the pitch while coach Ivan Juric was fired in
February, only to be recalled in April after his replace-
ment Andrea Mandorlini failed to stop the rot.

COACHES
Apart from Palermo, AC Milan and Genoa, only

Lazio, Pescara and Udinese changed coaches.
Marcelo Bielsa had the shortest reign, quitting after
just two days at Lazio in July because he said the
club had failed to sign any of his transfer targets.

CROTONE’S GREAT ESCAPE
Eight points adrift of safety at the start of April,

Crotone spent the whole of their debut Serie A season
in the relegation zone until the very last day, when
they beat Lazio 3-1 to pull clear and send Empoli
down instead. The Calabrians won six of their last nine
games, having won just three of their first 29.

FRANCESCO TOTTI
The 40-year-old played his 25th and final season

for AS Roma although it was often an uncomfortable
situation as coach Luciano Spalletti left the talisman
on the bench for most of the time.

RACISM
Serie A continued to struggle with racism.
Lazio left back Senad Lulic was banned for 20

days after saying that AS Roma defender Antonio
Ruediger was selling socks and belts in Stuttgart,
seeming to imply that the German, whose mother is
from Sierra Leone, was once a street vendor.

Ghanaian midfielder Sulley Muntari walked off in
protest during a match for Pescara at Cagliari, saying
the referee had booked him for dissent when he
complained about racist abuse from some fans.

DZEKO
Bosnia forward Edin Dzeko rediscovered his scor-

ing touch for AS Roma as he ended the season as the
league’s leading marksman with 29 goals. He netted
another eight in the Europa League and two more in
the Coppa Italia.

NAPOLI
Despite Higuain’s pre-season departure, Napoli

finished third and set club records for the number of
points in a season (86) and goals scored (94). They
lost just four matches, three of them in October, in a
slump that effectively cost them the title. — Reuters

Ten talking-points from the Serie A season

ROME: Roma’s forward from Italy Francesco Totti holds a framed Number 10 during a ceremony to celebrate his last match with AS Roma after
the Italian Serie A football match AS Roma vs Genoa on Sunday at the Olympic Stadium in Rome. Italian football icon Francesco Totti retired
from Serie A after 25 seasons with Roma, in the process joining a select group of ‘one-club’ players. — AFP

MILAN: Diego Perotti struck at the death as
Roma handed club icon Francesco Totti a farewell
to remember with a thrilling 3-2 win at home to
Genoa in a packed Stadio Olimpico on Sunday.
Totti, playing his final game with the capital side
after a storied 25-year career that garnered only
one league title, was handed a final-day gift
when he was called upon to replace Egyptian
Mohamed Salah on 54 minutes.

Totti failed to score on what was his 619th
and final Serie A appearance of 785 in total. But
by the end of a valuable win that secured Roma’s
place in next season’s Champions League, the
evergreen playmaker experienced a send-off
that saw almost the entire stadium shed tears.

One teary-eyed fan broke the barriers to run
and hug his hero as they waved off arguably the
most symbolic player in Italy over the past 20
years. “The moment has arrived. I’ve cried the
whole day. This was my only jersey,” said Totti. “I
took this decision with my wife and my family. I’d
like to stay for another 25 years. Thank you
Roma, thanks to my family, my Mum, Dad and
brother.  “I’d love to write a poem, a song, but all
I can do is try to use my feet to express myself.”

Totti played a pivotal role in Roma ending an
18-year wait for the scudetto in 2001, and-bar-
ring any last-minute decision to continue his
playing career elsewhere-is now set to start
working alongside Roma’s sporting director
Monchi. He added: “Damn it. I get goosebumps
when I think about June 17, 2001. From tomor-
row, I’ll be a grown up.”

Yet for Totti, and the thousands of fans who
showed up sporting special T-shirts and banners
to pay tribute to ‘Il Re di Roma’ (The King of
Rome), it was a nervy final game of the season.

Genoa travelled to the capital intent on ruin-
ing Totti’s farewell party and stunned the stadi-
um into silence when Pietro Pellegri hit their
opener after just three minutes.

Roma hit back with goals from Edin Dzeko
and Daniele De Rossi having them 2-1 ahead
only for Darko Lazovic to level 11 minutes from

time. With Napoli romping to a comfortable 4-2
win away to Sampdoria, Roma were in trouble,
on their way to a third-place finish and without
an automatic place in the group stages of next
season’s Champions League. 

CROTONE’S GREAT ESCAPE 
But moments after Totti saw a chance thwart-

ed by the boot of Santiago Gentiletti, Perotti
fired the hosts into a 3-2 lead when he got on
the end of Dzeko’s knock-down to beat Eugenio
Lamanna from close range on 90 minutes.

Roma’s 28th win of the campaign left Luciano
Spalletti’s men in second place, one point ahead
of Napoli and four behind champions Juventus,
who sealed a record sixth consecutive Serie A
title last week.

De Rossi paid tribute to his close friend Totti
and his status as a symbol of Rome, as well as
Roma, over the years: “He won the scudetto, and

he united a city that falls apart at the least prob-
lem. “But Totti is now a friend that I won’t get to
see every day.” Napoli finished third as Dries
Mertens missed out on Serie A’s ‘Capocanno-
niere’ top scorer’s award.

He got the opener away to Sampdoria, with
Lorenzo Insigne, Marek Hamsik and Jose
Callejon also scoring. The Belgian finished on 28
goals, one shy of Dzeko’s tally of 29.

Meanwhile, Crotone avoided relegation in
remarkable fashion thanks to a 3-1 win at home
to Lazio. Andrea Nalini scored twice either side
of a Diego Falcinelli goal for Crotone against a
Lazio side who had Bastos sent off in the first
half. That allowed the small side from the heel of
the Italian peninsula to leapfrog Empoli, who are
relegated after a 2-1 defeat away to Palermo.
Crotone seemed doomed at the start of April,
but took 20 points from their last nine games to
stay up. — AFP

Perotti rescues Roma on 

Totti’s farewell party

KUWAIT: Al-Shahed and Al-Wasat soccer teams
recently qualified for the quarter finals on Annhar
Ramadan Soccer Tourney, after beatinbg Al-Anbaa

3-1 and Al-Sabah 3-1 in the matches played at the
High Institute for Navigation and Communications’
soccer field in Shuwaikh.  Notably, the tourney held

in collaboration with KJA and under the auspices of
minister of state for cabinet affairs and acting minis-
ter of information, will last until next Saturday. 

KJA-Ramadan soccer tournament

BANGKOK: Hugarian Tamas Ajan won his fifth
term as president of the International
Weightlifting Federation (IWF) yesterday after
using his status within the International Olympic
Committee as a persuasive campaigning tool.

The 78-year-old will have been at the IWF for
more than half a century when his latest four-
year term ends. He first joined the executive
board in 1970 before becoming general secre-
tary in 1976, a role he held until he was elected
president in 2000. He is an honorary member of
the IOC and a foundation board member of the
World Anti-Doping Agency. The IOC is due to dis-
cuss the Olympic sports programme, and
weightlifting’s place on it, in September. 

Looking back over the past four years when

weightlifting’s reputation has been damaged by
doping cases, Ajan said: “The most important
fact is that weightlifting has not only remained
on the Olympic programme but has reconfirmed
its permanent and respected status in the sum-
mer Olympic Games. “Our relations with the IOC
are close and mutually constructive.”

Ajan, who won by 86 votes to 61 against
European Weightlifting Federation president
Antonio Urso, has also pledged to toughen the
sport ’s stance against doping, revamp the
grand prix series and establish women’s
weightlifting in all the IWF’s member nations.
For the first time one of the IWF’s five vice-presi-
dent roles went to a woman, Ursula Papandrea
of the United States. — Reuters

Tamas Ajan wins fifth 

term as IWF president

MADRID: Even for a man and a club syn-
onymous with European Cup glory,
Zinedine Zidane and Real Madrid stand on
the brink of history in Saturday ’s
Champions League final against Juventus
in Cardiff.  Since the European Cup was
rebranded and expanded into the
Champions League in 1992, no team has
been capable of defending the trophy.
However, just 18 months into his first senior
managerial role, Zidane is one match away
from joining a stellar cast as just the 20th
coach to win the competition twice.

Moreover, a 12th European crown for
Madrid would reaffirm their status as self-
proclaimed kings of Europe with a third
Champions League in four seasons.  “I am
the coach which means I am doing some-
thing right, but everyone in this squad is
doing a phenomenal job,” said Zidane after
Real withstood an Atletico Madrid
onslaught in the semi-finals.

Zidane has had a hand in all of Real’s last
four trips to the final.  He famously scored
one of the greatest ever Champions
League final goals to win the game against
Bayer Leverkusen back in his playing days
in 2002 and was part of Carlo Ancelotti’s
coaching staff that ended a 12-year wait for
Madrid’s 10th European Cup in 2014.

Zidane went one step further by joining
Ancelotti as one of just seven men to win
the competition as both player and coach
when Real squeezed out local rivals
Atletico on penalties in Milan in last year’s
final.  Yet, it is Real’s run back to European
football’s showpiece occasion this season
which has been his most impressive feat in
his first full season in charge. While Madrid
rode the luck of the draw and from the spot
last season, Zidane’s men have overcome
Napoli’s flair, the might of Bayern Munich
and Atletico’s intensity for the right to be in
Cardiff. What is more, they have done all
that whilst ending Barcelona’s domestic
dominance by winning La Liga for the first
time in five years and lifting the European
Super Cup and Club World Cup earlier in

the season.  “It is the happiest day of my
professional life by a distance,” Zidane, a
World Cup winner with France in 1998, sur-
prisingly said after winning the league title
last weekend.

TWO DIFFERENT PHILOSOPHIES 
Even by Real’s standards, victory in the

Welsh capital will seal the single most suc-
cessful season in the club’s history.

That Juventus provide the final hurdle
adds extra intrigue as it is from the Italian
giants that Madrid plucked Zidane for a
then world record fee in 2001.

The fact the Frenchman spent the prime
decade of his career at two of the biggest
clubs in the world with two very different
philosophies on how to win has undoubt-
edly shaped his managerial style. Despite
being one of Real president Florentino
Perez’s original “galactico” signings, Zidane
hasn’t been afraid to bring more defensive
balance to his Madrid side by rewarding the
hard work of the likes of Casemiro and
Lucas Vazquez over glamorous big money
buys like James Rodriguez.  However, his
experience as one of the greatest players of
his generation has given him a huge advan-
tage over his predecessors at the Bernabeu
with the respect he commands from an
ego-filled dressing room.  “Zidane has done
a phenomenal job,” said Cristiano Ronaldo
after Madrid sealed La Liga. Compared to
Madrid’s 11 European Cups, Juventus’ two is
a meagre return for a club of their stature.

That record has come about by losing a
record six finals, including their last four.

Zidane knows better than most the pain
of Juve’s previous failures having played in
the losing sides in 1997 and against Madrid
in 1998. However, he plans on prolonging
that misery for Italy’s Old Lady.  “For sure it
is special because it was a very important
club for me as a player. It is a club that also
gave me everything,” Zidane said after
booking Madrid’s place in the final. “Now,
though, I am with Real Madrid, the club of
my life and it will be a great final.” — AFP

Juventus the final hurdle to 

history for Zidane’s Madrid

TURIN: In this April 11, 2017 file photo, Juventus’s Paulo Dybala, left, scores his side’s
second goal during a Champions League, quarterfinal, first-leg soccer match between
Juventus and Barcelona, at the Juventus Stadium in Turin, Italy. Juventus will face
Real Madrid in the Champions League final in Cardiff, Wales, on June 3. — AP

LONDON: Per Mertesacker says his key role in
Arsenal’s FA Cup final triumph was fuelled by
the critics who claimed he was past his best.

With Arsenal’s defence ravaged by injury
and suspension, Gunners boss Arsene
Wenger handed Mertesacker his first appear-
ance in the starting line-up for 392 days in
Saturday ’s Wembley showpiece against
Chelsea.  A serious knee injury suffered last
year led to a lengthy spell on the sidelines for
Mertesacker and when the German returned
to fitness he was unable to regain his place.

The 32-year-old had played only 37 min-
utes all season after coming off the bench in
last weekend’s win against Everton.

But the absence of Laurent Koscielny,
Gabriel and Shkodran Mustafi gave Wenger no
option but to end Mertesacker’s exile.  Against
all expectations, the centre-back emerged as
the towering foundation of Arsenal’s 2-1 tri-
umph. And Mertesacker, who lifted the trophy
as Arsenal captain, claimed the chance to
silence the pundits who had written him off
helped inspire his dominant display. 

“I expect myself to perform at that level
every single week,” he said.  “I don’t know if
I’m capable but I’ve done it for 15 years. The
more people that write me off, the stronger I
get. That’s my feeling.” Despite playing in a
three-man defence for the first time in his
career, Mertesacker’s composure and leader-
ship were crucial to subduing Chelsea striker
Diego Costa and playmaker Eden Hazard. The

former Werder Bremen defender was delight-
ed to help Arsenal finish a troubled season on
a high note as they rebounded from the mis-
ery of failing to qualify for the Champions
League by winning the Cup for the third time
in four year. “I’m just blessed for this opportu-
nity,” Mertesacker said.  “For the trust from my
team-mates and my manager because being
sidelined for such a long time, I suffered a lot
this season because you want to contribute
on the pitch. “To be able to do that today was
a very proud moment for myself and to lead
the team out for the first time officially as cap-
tain is a great moment for myself.

“At the end of the day everyone trusted
me and supported me throughout the season
and the manager gave me the opportunity.”

While Mertesacker left Wembley on a high,
it was a downbeat departure for John Terry,
who was an unused substitute in his final
Chelsea match.  After 22 years, 717 appear-
ances and countless trophies, Terry has
brought down the curtain on his playing
career with the Premier League champions.
Terry has cleaned out his locker at Chelsea’s
training ground and will head off on holiday
before deciding whether to retire or accept
one of several offers to continue playing.

The 36-year-old defender plans to go into
coaching eventually and would love to
return to Wembley as a manager in the
future. “It’s heart-breaking, going out like
that and losing. — AFP 

Critics have made me 

stronger: Mertesacker


