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MILAN: Cristiano Ronaldo’s return to fitness could be
vital to Juventus’s bid to end their Champions League
drought going back 23 years as they head to Ajax
today with uncertainty over whether their superstar
will play or not.

Ronaldo hasn’t played for the Serie A leaders-who
are just one point away from sealing an eighth Italian
league title-since scoring the sensational hat-trick that
saw Juve come back from a 2-0 first-leg deficit to
knock out Atletico Madrid last month.

He was rested in the subsequent 2-0 league defeat
at Genoa and then picked up a thigh injury on interna-
tional duty with Portugal two weeks ago. But coach
Massimiliano Allegri remains confident the 34-year-old
will be ready for today’s game in Amsterdam.

“He (Ronaldo) always feels ready. We are confident
of having him at Ajax on Wednesday,” said Allegri after
Saturday’s 2-1 league win over AC Milan. The five-time
Ballon d’Or winner joined his teammates for training on
Monday and is expected to travel with the team to the
Netherlands. 

Portuguese teammate Joao Cancelo, himself recov-
ering from a calf strain, believes that Ronaldo will be
present. “Cristiano’s training, he’s a serious profession-
al. He has committed himself to do everything possible
to be there and help the team,” right-back Cancelo
told Sky Sport Italia. 

“I really think he’ll be called up, after that we’ll see
if he plays from the first minute or if he will come on
later. The coach will decide.” Ronaldo himself has given
no updates on his injury, apart from a short video
posted on his social media accounts, looking relaxed
as he drove his car and singing along with his partner
Georgina Rodriguez and son.

Ronaldo’s presence would be a physiological boost
for Juventus who signed the Champions League goal
king for 100 million euros ($117 million) last summer
and agreed to pay him a 31 million-euro annual salary
to end their search for the title they last won in 1996.

Ronaldo is the only player to have won the title five
times and is the record goalscorer in the competition
with 124, including 15 last season. The Italian champi-
ons were beaten finalists in 2015 and 2017, with
Ronaldo on target for Real Madrid in the latter.

This campaign, Ronaldo was sent off in the opening
group game against Valencia, with only one goal
against Manchester United before his spectacular hat-
trick against Atletico.

But he brings further energy and enthusiasm to the
team. Allegri predicted after last month’s two-goal
defeat in Madrid that Ronaldo would pull them
through in Turin, and he duly delivered. “In matches of
this kind he gets really excited and enthusiastic, having
him gives us a great advantage,” Allegri said.

The Portuguese ace’s on-pitch performance had
been unaffected by off-pitch concerns including an
investigation of rape allegations against him in the
United States dating back to 2009 which he vehe-
mently denies. “This is why Juventus bought me, to
help them in games like this,” said Ronaldo. In the case
of Ronaldo’s absence Allegri would most likely line up
with Mario Mandzukic, Federico Bernardeschi and
Paulo Dybala.— AFP

Ronaldo return vital to
Juventus’ Champions
League success

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Manchester United v FC Barcelona 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Ajax Amsterdam v Juventus FC 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2

Solskjaer faces up to reality 
as Barcelona roll into town

LONDON: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer enjoyed a charmed life as
interim Manchester United manager but Barcelona’s visit
to Old Trafford today will show him the scale of the task he
faces as the new full-time boss.

The Norwegian was rewarded with a three-year deal
after dramatically reviving United’s fortunes since taking
caretaker charge in December, lifting them back into con-
tention for a top-four place and transforming the mood at
the club.

The highlight of his reign so far was a dramatic 3-1
away victory over Paris Saint-Germain in the last 16 in the
Champions League, which enabled United to overturn a 2-
0 first-leg defeat to reach the quarter-finals on away goals. 

Solskjaer has given his creative players licence to
attack, with Paul Pogba and Marcus Rashford let off the
leash to devastating effect. But some of the gloss has come
off in recent weeks, with three defeats in four matches
badly denting United’s chances of qualifying for next sea-
son’s Champions League and dumping them out of the FA
Cup. Solskjaer, who famously scored the winning goal for
United against Bayern Munich in the 1999 Champions
League final in Barcelona, was upbeat after drawing the
Spanish league leaders in the quarter-finals last month,
before he was confirmed as the new long-term boss.

“We want these games against the biggest clubs and
the biggest teams. We had the final against them in 2009
and 2011 (both of which Barca won) and the semi-final in
2008 when Scholesy (Paul Scholes) scored,” Solskjaer
said. “It’s these games our fans and this club crave. We are
looking forward to this one.” Worryingly for Solskjaer,
though, some of United’s familiar failings under Jose
Mourinho have returned to haunt them in the weeks since
the draw was made.

They were unfortunate to lose at Arsenal but appeared

short of inspiration in losing twice to Wolves in the FA Cup
and Premier League, while even Solskjaer admitted they
did not deserve their solitary win since he was given the
permanent job as Watford enjoyed the better of the
chances in a 2-1 defeat at Old Trafford.

Solskjaer had a free ride when he took over from
Mourinho, with morale at a low ebb and the club 11 points
off the top four.

Despite recent hiccups, he has had notable success in
his short time at the club and ultimately has his sights set
higher than finishing in the top four.

“You’ve got to aim high,” he told ESPN. “You cannot
aim too low at this club. You’ve got to aim to win titles.
“When I came back here as the manager I thought a lot
about what makes a winning team. What does it really take
to win on the biggest stage? I’m not one to sit back, rest
on my laurels.”

The 46-year-old will probably be forgiven if United fall
short against a Lionel Messi-inspired Barcelona. But if he
fails to reverse the mini-slump and United suffer a heavy
defeat to the Spanish champions there is a danger the sea-
son could peter out and momentum could be lost.

Questions will be asked as to whether United were too
quick to put their trust in a likeable leader and whether
Solskjaer has the profile needed to bring in the top-level
recruits that United need, particularly in defence, to
become serious Premier League and European chal-
lengers again.

But he will lead his team out at Old Trafford today for
their first Champions League quarter-final since 2014 with
the same never-say-die attitude he had as a player. “We’ve
got a chance, it’s going to be a tough one. We’ve got a
mountain to climb, but we’ve climbed a few mountains
before,” said Solskjaer. —AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester United’s Chilean forward Alexis Sanchez (CL) and Manchester United’s Brazilian
midfielder Fred (CR) attend a training session at the Carrington training ground in greater Manchester, north
west England yesterday, on the eve of their UEFA Champions League quarter final first leg football match
against Barcelona. — AFP

Solskjaer has given his creative players licence to attack

MADRID: The Spanish soccer federation (RFEF) said
yesterday it will organise a revamped Super Cup to
take place outside of Spain from next January and
revealed sweeping changes to the Copa del Rey which
is set to reduce fixture congestion.

“The president of the RFEF, Luis Rubiales, told
members at a board meeting today about the project

we are working on to redesign the current formats of
the Spanish Super Cup and the Copa del Rey,” said a
statement on the federation’s website.

“With regards to the Super Cup, the RFEF will
develop a ‘Final Four’ format for the tournament to take
place outside of Spain in the month of January. “The
Copa del Rey will switch formats to single-game ties
played at the ground of the weaker team until the semi-
final stages.”

In February, Rubiales revealed plans to shake up the
Super Cup, the season curtain raiser which pits the
winners of La Liga against the Copa del Rey holders
and is usually held over two legs, saying that the new-
look event would take place in August.

The shifting of the tournament to January comes
after the initial plans were criticised by La Liga’s
organising body due to the potential for a scheduling
conflict with the start of the new season.

Rubiales broke with tradition last year by turning the

Super Cup into a single game played in Tangier,
Morocco, where Barcelona beat Sevilla 2-1. He opposes
La Liga’s plans to play Spanish top flight games abroad
and his organisation blocked a proposal to move last
January’s game between Girona and Barcelona to
Miami.

The RFEF has not yet revealed which country the
revamped Super Cup will take place in. The RFEF
added that teams competing in the Super Cup will earn
a bye to the last 32 of the Copa del Rey, with each tie
apart from the semi-finals being played over one game
at the ground of the smallest side.

The plans for both tournaments must be approved
by clubs at an extraordinary general assembly taking
place on April 29. In its current format, La Liga sides
enter the Copa del Rey in the round of 32, and this sea-
son’s finalists Barcelona and Valencia had to play eight
games to reach the showpiece, clogging their schedules
in January and February. — Reuters

Spain’s federation 
plans to shake up 
Spanish Super Cup 
and Copa del Rey

LONDON: With Real Madrid reportedly lining up a
huge offer to tempt Eden Hazard to the Bernabeu next
season, Chelsea’s fans may wonder how many more
times they will be able to savour watching the Belgian
maestro at his dazzling best.

An inspired Hazard, whose contract expires next
season, scored both goals in the 2-0 victory over
West Ham United on Monday, the first a dazzling
solo effort that brought back memories of Diego
Maradona in his pomp.

His second, in the 90th minute, capped a mesmeris-
ing display that took Chelsea to a third consecutive
league win. Manager Maurizio Sarri said having
Hazard in such unstoppable form made winning “easy”
but appeared almost resigned to losing him.

West Ham’s fans might even have enjoyed Hazard’s
display too, but they took pleasure in teasing the
home faithful that the 28-year-old, who joined the
club in 2012, might be performing his tricks in front of
a new audience next season.

Hazard offered a modicum of comfort afterwards
but the fear remains, for Chelsea fans and anyone who
enjoys watching a master craftsman at work, that his
days in London might be numbered. “They are
wrong,” Hazard, who has scored 19 goals in all com-
petitions for Chelsea this season to equal his best haul,
said. “For now I am just focusing on Chelsea until the
end of the season. We are in good momentum. We
have won three in a row. For the mentality, it is good
to keep going. Top four and the Europa League is our
target so we need to do well in both.”

Victory lifted Chelsea into third place in the
Premier League-above London rivals Arsenal and
Tottenham Hotspur who both have played a game less.
Sarri said he “can do nothing” to keep Hazard at the
club if he wants “another experience”.

“We are trying to become one of the best teams in
Europe but I have to respect his decision,” the Italian

said. “Hazard played a wonderful match. He did well
against Brighton too. We are very lucky because it is
very easy to win the match when he is able to make
that kind of difference.”

Asked about the fee of  100 mi l l ion pounds

($130 million) Real Madrid are reported to be will-
ing to pay, he added: “It is too cheap in this mar-
ket! We have seen in the last few windows every
price I think. So it is very hard to get another
player like him.” — Reuters

Chelsea fans savour 
Eden Hazard magic

LONDON: Chelsea’s English midfielder Ruben Loftus-Cheek (L) vies with West Ham United’s Irish defender
Declan Rice during the English Premier League football match between Chelsea and West Ham United at
Stamford Bridge in London. — AFP

SAO PAULO: Football great Pele arrived back in
Brazil yesterday after having surgery for a “severe
urinary infection” during a six-day hospital stay in
France. The three-time World Cup winner was dis-
charged late Monday from the private American hos-
pital in the Paris suburbs where he had been taken
after falling ill following an appearance at a promo-
tional event with France striker Kylian Mbappe.

After arriving at the Sao Paulo-Guarulhos airport
in Brazil, the 78-year-old was taken through the ter-
minal in a wheelchair and was driven away in a van.
“Once again, thank God, everything went well. I’m
alive. Long live Brazil,” said Pele, a gold cross hanging
around his neck, after he arrived in Brazil’s biggest
city. “I would like to take this opportunity to thank all
the Brazilians and all those who called the hospital,
who called me, for my operation, to wish me a rapid
recovery,” he added. In a statement on Monday on
the Globoesporte.com site, Pele said he had required
“medical assistance and surgery” for a “severe uri-
nary infection.”

Before he was discharged, current Brazil star
Neymar, who plays alongside Mbappe for Paris Saint-

Germain, paid him a visit at the hospital. Neymar
posted a photo on his Instagram account Monday of
himself next to a smiling Pele in his hospital bed with
the two holding hands. Brazil’s G1 reported that Pele
had intended to come out of hospital on Saturday to
return to his home country, but had been delayed by
further tests. The infection was not serious and was
under control, members of Pele’s entourage had said.

Pele has had several health scares in recent years. A
similar infection put him in intensive care in November
2014. In 2016, Pele, who played 1,363 professional
matches, scoring 1,281 goals, was unable to light the
flame at the Rio Olympics because of severe pain in
the hip. In January 2018, he cancelled a trip to London
fearing a “stressful” and “tiring” journey. — AFP

Pele back in Brazil 
after hospital stay 


