
MILAN: Cristiano Ronaldo missed a penalty but Italian
league leaders Juventus eased past bottom club Chievo
3-0 to pull nine points clear on top of Serie A on
Monday as AC Milan returned to the Champions
League berths with a 2-0 win in Genoa.

Portuguese superstar Ronaldo had sealed
Juventus’s first title of the season-a record eighth
Italian Super Cup trophy against AC Milan last
Wednesday in Saudi Arabia.

But the 33-year-old was off-form in the first league
game after a three-week winter break and on the eve of
his return to Madrid where he will appear in court for tax
fraud charges dating back to his time with Real Madrid.

The five-time Ballon d’Or winner missed numerous
chances with Chievo goalkeeper Stefano Sorrentino
denying Ronaldo, who has scored 14 times in the league,
a first goal from the spot this season.

But Juventus were never worried by Chievo with
Douglas Costa and Emre Can scoring in the first half and
Daniele Rugani heading in a third six minutes from time.

“I don’t think it’s the first time it has happened in his
career,” said coach Massimiliano Allegri of Ronaldo’s
miss, “the important thing is that the team won. “He was
looking for a goal, but in the first half he tried too hard,
he did better in the second half.

“It was a pleasant game,” continued Allegri. “The
team had a good match, another fundamental success in
the run-up to the Scudetto.”

Chievo started their season with a 3-2 defeat to
Juventus in Verona during which Sorrentino was
knocked unconscious after colliding with Ronaldo. But
‘The Flying Donkeys’-who had been deducted three
points for false accounting-ended 2018 with their first
win and had lost just one of the previous eight games
holding Napoli, Lazio and Inter Milan.

Brazilian winger Costa got Juventus off the mark with
a stunning solo run from midfield after 13 minutes. Paulo

Dybala set up Can for the German international’s first
goal since moving from Liverpool last summer just
before the break.

Juventus were awarded a penalty for a Mattia Bani
handball with 39-year-old Sorrentino clearing having
also earlier denied Alex Sandro’s close-range header.

Ronaldo missed two more chances before Rugani
headed in a Federico Bernardeschi free kick to keep
unbeaten Juventus, with 56 points from 20 games, on
track for an eighth consecutive Scudetto.

Second-placed Napoli beat Lazio 2-1 on Sunday,
with the Roman club now two games without a win
before hosting Juventus next weekend.

AC MILAN BACK FOURTH 
Earlier Fabio Borini and Suso scored late as AC Milan

bounced back from their Super Cup defeat to reclaim
fourth spot. Gennaro Gattuso’s side occupy the final
Champions League berth, overtaking Roma who are one
point behind in fifth and Lazio, who are a further point
behind in sixth.

Just four points separate Milan and eighth-placed
Sampdoria in a tight race to qualify for Europe’s premier
club competition. Gattuso’s side-unsettled by their
defeat in Saudi Arabia and mounting speculation sur-
rounding Argentine striker Gonzalo Higuain’s loan move
to Chelsea-struggled early against Genoa, who are in
14th position following their 10th defeat of the season.

Gattuso left Higuain out of his squad after saying he
was not “mentally ready” while Genoa’s Krzysztof
Piatek, who has scored 13 goals this season and is set to
replace Higuain at Milan, was suspended.

Milan goalkeeper Gianluigi Donnarumma pulled off
key saves and new Brazilian signing Lucas Paqueta also
impressing as his long range volley rattled the post just
before the break.

However Milan got into their stride as the game

edged into its final period, with Andrea Conti setting up
Borini to tap in his first league goal this season with 18
minutes left.

Donnarumma then got his hand to a powerful Veloso

strike before Patrick Cutrone sent Suso free on the
counter attack, the Spaniard shaking off Genoa’s
defenders to shoot home the decisive goal from an angle
10 minutes later. — AFP

Pochettino stays 
positive despite 
injuries to Kane
and Dele Alli
LONDON: Tottenham manager Mauricio Pochettino is
“optimistic” his team can beat Chelsea to reach the
League Cup final despite injuries to Harry Kane and
Dele Alli. The 46-year-old Argentine remains focused
and upbeat even though Kane likely to be missing until
March while Alli is being assessed after going off late in
the 2-1 win over Fulham on Sunday with a hamstring
problem.

Pochettino is also without South Korean forward
Son Heung-min, who is away on Asian Cup duty.
Pressure is growing on the manager and his talented
young Spurs side to translate attractive football into sil-
verware-a loss in the 2015 League Cup final and two
FA Cup semi-final defeats have led to questions over
their mental strength.

Spurs take a 1-0 lead into Thursday’s second leg at
Stamford Bridge against Chelsea, who beat them in the
League Cup final and the 2017 FA Cup semi-final.  “I
am so optimistic,” Pochettino was quoted as saying in
the Daily Mirror. “We are going to prepare for Chelsea,
try to find solutions. Try to be solid, aggressive, offen-
sive and keep our identity.

“Of course it’s going to be tough. I don’t say we’re

going to win easily on Thursday. But we are going to
try. “That is the most important thing and I know that
afterwards I will be happy because the squad we have
is going to give their best to be in the final.”

Pochettino, who is one of the frontrunners for the
permanent job at Manchester United and has also been
linked with Real Madrid, believes his players have

learned to shake off adversity better. “More problems,
more positives, more optimism,” he said. “In football,
you cannot be affected by the things that happen.

“When the game finishes you can be disappointed
and all the emotion arrives, but during the game the
most important thing is that the team isn’t affected by
that situation.” — AFP
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Mendy return
boosts City’s
quadruple quest
MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola believes the fit-
again Benjamin Mendy can make a telling contri-
bution to Manchester City’s push for four tro-
phies in the second half of the season.

Mendy is set to make his first appearance in
two months in City’s League Cup semi-final, sec-
ond leg against Burton Albion today. The English
champions hold an unprecedented 9-0 lead from
the first leg over the team from League One -
English football’s third tier - so the tie is over as
a contest.

Therefore, Guardiola wants to use the match
to blood youngsters and give more game time to
players in need of minutes. Mendy falls into that
latter category, having suffered a knee injury fol-
lowing a 3-1 derby victory over Manchester
United on November 11.

It required treatment in Barcelona for the
French World Cup winner and comes after he
missed eight months of football last season with
an anterior cruciate ligament injury. Mendy’s
injury absences have caused Guardiola a
headache with no other natural left-back in
City’s expensively assembled squad.

Fabian Delph, Oleksandr Zinchenko and
Aymeric Laporte have all deputised in that role,
but the return of the attacking thrust offered by
Mendy will be a huge boost to City’s challenge
on four fronts in the second half of the season.

“I miss him a lot,” said Guardiola. “I have a
feeling he can give us something extra and hope-
fully in the last part of the season, we can use
him. “When he pushes from the outside, he is
unstoppable and especially in the last third. He is
so clever. “It’s not simply cross to cross, it’s
clever when he does these kinds of actions.”

While Mendy is only likely to be a substitute
as he begins his comeback, Kevin De Bruyne will
start at the 6,000-capacity Pirelli Stadium. The
Belgian played his first full 90 minutes of the
season in Sunday’s 3-0 win at Huddersfield and
City’s star midfielder has only started twice in
the Premier League so far.

Having suffered two separate knee injuries
this campaign, De Bruyne is short of games and
Guardiola wants him up to speed with tougher
tests to come in the Premier League,
Champions League, FA Cup and the League
Cup final next month.

Phil Foden and goalkeeper Arijanet Muric
wil l  also start while f ive teenagers-Felix
Nmecha, Luke Bolton, Iker Pozo, Ian Carlo
Poveda and Taylor Richards-are in the first-
team squad for the first time. 

“Some players need rhythm and are going to
play,” said Guardiola. “The guys who’ve had a lot
of games will rest. They will do what they need to
be fit, but the ones who’ve not played too much or
are back from long-term injuries are going to play.

“We are going to play some youngsters and
some will be on the bench. Two or three will play
and two, three or four will be on the bench, but
Kevin is going to play. “We start the game with
9-0, which is unusual for a semi-final, but the
approach is to improve every single game. It can
help us to improve what we want to do.” —AFP

TURIN: Juventus’ Argentine forward Paulo Dybala (R) outruns Chievo’s Italian midfielder Emanuele Giaccherini dur-
ing the Italian Serie A football match Juventus vs Chievo Verona on Monday at the Juventus stadium in Turin. — AFP

Mauricio Pochettino (right).

Rashford comes 
in from the cold 
at Man United
LONDON: Marcus Rashford was in danger of see-
ing his dream of becoming Manchester United’s star
striker turn to dust but the England forward is flour-
ishing again after escaping Jose Mourinho’s shackles.

Three years after exploding onto the Premier
League scene, Rashford marked his 150th United
appearance on Saturday with a memorable goal that
underlined his vast potential. Smoothly turning away
from Brighton’s Pascal Gross, Rashford curled a fine
shot into the top corner as United sealed a seventh
successive win since Ole Gunnar Solskjaer took over
as interim manager.

Solskjaer’s arrival in December to replace the
sacked Mourinho has proved a catalyst for United’s
surge, and Rashford has been at the heart of their
success. Rashford has scored five times in six league
matches following the Norwegian’s appointment,
earning comparisons from his manager with former
United stars Cristiano Ronaldo and Wayne Rooney.

“Definitely he can be absolutely top-class. He is
only 21 but the maturity he is showing at times is
more than 21,” Solskjaer said when asked if Rashford
was capable of emulating Ronaldo and Rooney. Born
in the south Manchester suburb of Wythenshawe,
Rashford has long appeared destined to join the
lengthy list of homegrown United legends.

He joined the club as a seven-year-old and was so
highly regarded that the notoriously demanding
Louis van Gaal handed him his debut in a Europa
League tie against Midtjylland in February 2016. The
coltish Rashford netted twice that night, before scor-
ing another brace against Arsenal in his first Premier
League game three days later.

He also scored in his first Manchester derby
match and his first Champions League match, earn-

ing an England call-up that featured-what else-a
debut goal. Scoring against Australia in the third
minute, Rashford became the youngest Englishman
to net on his international bow.

But following Mourinho’s arrival, it  quickly
became clear that Rashford’s precocious talent
would be tolerated but not fully trusted by the
Portuguese coach. Mourinho rarely gave Rashford a
sustained run of games as a centre forward, prefer-
ring to use him on the flanks while Romelu Lukaku
monopolised playing time, even though the Belgian
was often inconsistent.

By the early stages of this season, Rashford was
growing disillusioned. He scored just twice for
United between August and December, and
Mourinho’s acerbic tongue hardly helped ease his
player’s fears that his career was stalling.

Sent off at Burnley in September for a headbutt,
Rashford was labelled “naive” by Mourinho. It was
not the last time he would be one of Mourinho’s sac-
rificial lambs.  “When we talk about Luke Shaw,
about (Anthony) Martial, about (Jesse) Lingard,
about Marcus Rashford, we’re talking about boys
with great potential but who still are lacking that
(courage),” Mourinho moaned in November. 

Thankfully for Rashford’s flagging morale, that
proved one of Mourinho’s last salvos before his
unlamented exit. Solskjaer knows a thing or two
about persevering in adversity at United after thriv-
ing under Alex Ferguson despite often being used as
an impact substitute.

His refusal to be defined by his understudy role
was rewarded when he scored the dramatic winner
in the 1999 Champions League final against Bayern
Munich. Feeling a kinship with Rashford, Solskjaer
was quick to seek him out when he arrived at
United’s Carrington training ground, making a point
of rebuilding his shattered confidence by assuring
him the goals would come as long as he persevered.

Putting in the hard yards has never been a
problem for Rashford, who is so dedicated to his
craft that he spends hours after training honing his
skills while most of his teammates have long since
gone home. — AFP

FIFA, UEFA blast 
piracy network 
GENEVA: FIFA, UEFA and several of the world’s
top football leagues yesterday condemned alleged
piracy of television rights by the “beoutQ” network,
which Qatar claims is backed by Saudi Arabia. 

Qatar, host of the 2022 World Cup, and the
Doha-based beIN Media Group have described
beoutQ as a vast and sophisticated Saudi bootleg-
ging network that has been transmitting stolen pro-
grammes via Riyadh-based satellite provider
Arabsat. FIFA, UEFA, the English Premier League,
La Liga, the German Bundesliga and the Asian
Football Confederation weighed in yesterday by
blasting beoutQ’s actions as “a clear and flagrant
breach of our intellectual property rights”.

“Collectively, we, as rights-holders in various
football competitions, condemn the pirate entity
beoutQ, which continues to abuse the operations of
rights holders and legitimate broadcasters through
its persistent and illegal screening of events for
which it has made no effort to secure the rights,”
the powerful football bodies said in a joint state-
ment.  FIFA and the Premier League have previous-
ly said they were preparing to take legal action in
Saudi Arabia against the pirates, but yesterday’s
statement makes no mention of the kingdom. 

In October, beIN launched a compensation claim
worth $1 billion (880 million euros) against the
Saudi piracy channel while Qatar filed an action at
the World Trade Organization. Saudi Arabia has
denied the claims and even said the piracy was
operating out of Cuba.

The spat over beoutQ’s actions comes amid a
19-month economic and diplomatic boycott of
Qatar by Saudi Arabia and its allies, who accuse
Doha of backing terrorism and seeking closer ties
with rival Iran. Qatar has refuted the claims. — AFP


