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Messi unwilling 
to renew 
Barca contract 
BARCELONA: Barcelona captain Lionel Messi has
called off negotiations over renewing his contract
with the club and is ready to leave the Catalans when
his current deal expires in 2021, according to a report
by Spanish radio station Cadena Ser on Friday.

The report said Messi and his father Jorge had
begun discussing renewing his last deal with the
club, which was signed in 2017, but that he no
longer wishes to stay at the Camp Nou. The
report added that Messi is angry about leaked
media reports that appeared to make him seem
responsible for events at the club, such as the
January sacking of coach Ernesto Valverde, and
that he is frustrated about the squad’s lack of
quality.

The Argentine’s representatives and Barcelona
did not immediately respond to requests for com-
ment. Messi, who turned 33 last month, scored his
700th career goal on Tuesday against Atletico
Madrid, but the milestone strike ended in disap-
pointment as Barca drew the game 2-2 in the latest
blow to their bid to retain the Spanish title.

Barca trail Real Madrid by four points in the
title race with five games remaining after Real
beat Getafe 1-0 on Thursday. Previously known
for his shy personality off the pitch, Messi has
become more vocal in his criticism of the club in
the last year.

In January he hit out at sporting director Eric
Abidal, who he said had implied players had led to
Valverde being sacked.

In a February interview with newspaper Mundo
Deportivo, he declared the team were not good
enough to win this season’s Champions League.

Then in April he criticised the board for imply-
ing players were not willing to accept a pay-cut to
help the team’s financial difficulties during the
coronavirus pandemic. —Reuters

BERLIN: Leroy Sane has targeted Champions
League glory with Bayern Munich after joining
the Bundesliga giants from Manchester City for a
fee of around 50 million euros ($56 million) on
Friday. The Germany winger has returned to his
home country on a f ive-year contract after
receiving the blessing of  City coach Pep
Guardiola.

“Bayern is a very big club and has big goals —
these goals suit me as well,” said the 24-year-old
Sane. “I want to win as many titles as possible
with Bayern, and the Champions League is at the
top.” The Bundesliga champions did not give the
transfer fee, but Sky  Sports  and the BBC have
reported that Bayern and City agreed a fee of
£54.8 million (60.8m euros, $68.2m). German dai-
ly Bild claim the fee is around 50 million euros.

Sane said he is looking forward to linking up
again with Bayern head coach Hansi Flick, who
has just steered the club to an eighth straight
league title in his first season in charge. “I know
Hansi Flick from the under-21 national team. We
had a very good relationship there,” added Sane.

His transfer became an open secret as
Guardiola revealed earlier this week that Sane
was likely to leave after rejecting a new contract
offer with a year left on his existing deal at City.
The 24-year-old spent four years at City, winning
two Premier League t i t les , an FA Cup, two
League Cups and two Community Shields, but
European success eluded him.

“We wish Leroy all the best in this new chap-
ter of his career,” said Guardiola in a statement
on Friday. “Leroy has been part of one of the
most special periods in this club’s history and he
leaves with the best wishes of everyone here at
Manchester City.”

Sane scored 39 goals in 135 appearances in all
competit ions for City after joining from
Bundesliga club Schalke in 2016. His arrival on

Wednesday in Bavaria was much hyped with
reporters at Munich airport using smartphones to
film the landing of a private jet from England
before Sane was whisked away for his medical.

Bayern were slightly red-faced on Thursday
night when the Arabic version of their website
jumped the gun before the official announcement
by posting pictures of Sane already wearing the
club’s famous red shirt.  

‘NOT (YET) A WORLD STAR’ 
However, despite the high-profi le  move,

German media have already warned that Sane still
needs to prove himself. “It is now up to Sane to
justify the hype with goals and assists. For all his
talent, he is not (yet) a world star,” commented
magazine Kicker.

Sane has 21 caps and five goals for Germany,
but was a shock omission from the squad for the
2018 World Cup in Russia, when the holders
bowed out in the group stage. He wil l  start
preparing for the 2020/21 season next week, the
club has said. He is not eligible to feature in this
Saturday’s German Cup f inal  against Bayer
Leverkusen in Berlin. “We are happy that we can
welcome Leroy Sane to Bayern,” said club chair-
man Karl-Heinz Rummenigge.

“Our goal is to gather the best German players
at Bayern and Leroy’s commitment confirms that.”
Last year, Sane had reportedly been on the verge
of a big-money transfer to Bayern before suffer-
ing a serious knee injury in August which side-
lined him until February.

After rebuilding his fitness, Sane made his first
Premier League appearance of the season as a
substitute against Burnley last week. Sane is
Bayern’s third new signing for next season along-
side French teenage defender Tanguy Nianzou
Kouassi from Paris Saint-Germain and goalkeeper
Alexander Nuebel from Schalke, both of which
were free transfers.  —AFP
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Rodgers has faith 
in Vardy despite 
goal drought
LONDON: Leicester manager Brendan Rodgers
says he is not concerned about Jamie Vardy’s goal
drought, as he searches for a win to reignite the
Foxes’ challenge for a Champions League spot. The
33-year-old’s only goals of 2020 came in the final
match before the lockdown — Leicester’s 4-0 home
win against Aston Villa in March.

That double took Vardy to 99 Premier League
goals and, despite the barren run, he remains the
division’s joint-top scorer this season on 19 along-
side Arsenal’s Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang.
Leicester have collected just two points in three
matches since the restart following the coronavirus
shutdown.

Asked if he was worried about Vardy’s lack of
goals, Rodgers told reporters on Friday: “No, I think
Jamie is proven and since I came into here he has
been a breath of fresh air. “His talent and his
goalscoring ability has been right up there for the
whole period I have been here. I think when he gets
the opportunities he will take them and I think over
the course of these games he hasn’t had many.”

Rodgers added: “Sometimes these milestones
when they are so close can take that bit longer to
achieve, but he is still such a real catalyst for us and
a very important player for us.” Leicester are still
third in the Premier League, but are just a point
clear of Chelsea and three ahead of Manchester
United and Wolves. Rodgers said he never had any
reservations about Leicester’s game against Crystal
Palace going ahead on Saturday despite lockdown
measures being re-imposed on the Midlands city.

“We are in a bubble here in terms of our training
facility, and obviously the games, and we get regu-
larly tested so nothing really has changed on that
front,” he said. 

Aston Villa manager Dean Smith has backed his
struggling team to pull off “Mission Impossible” by
getting a result at champions Liverpool on Sunday
and boost their hopes of staying in the Premier
League.

“People will see our game at Liverpool as

Mission Impossible - unfortunately we haven’t got
Tom Cruise with us but I’ve got 11 players and I’ve
seen a desire in their eyes,” Smith told reporters
ahead of the clash at Anfield.

Villa are 18th in the league with 27 points from
32 matches, having won only seven matches in the
current campaign despite spending close to 150
million pounds ($187.25 million) to overhaul their
squad during the close season.

The 1-0 loss at Wolverhampton Wanderers last
week was their 19th of the campaign, with Villa
seeking their first win since the league restarted fol-
lowing the COVID-19 stoppage.

“They feel stung by criticism, you’re going to get
criticism when you’re in a position we’re in. Their
job is to prove people wrong. Without a doubt,
we’ve seen a better Villa after the break,” Smith
added.

“The points tally hasn’t shown that, we played
Wolves last week and they’re pushing for the
Champions League... there was nothing between the
two teams. The only quality on show was the goal.

“If we manage to stay up this season, which I
believe we will, there’ll be a better Villa next year.
I’ve still not been relegated as a manager and don’t
expect to be this season.” —Agencies

LIVERPOOL: File photo shows Leicester City’s English striker Jamie Vardy (2R) and Everton’s English
defender Mason Holgate jump for the ball during the English Premier League football match between
Everton and Leicester City at Goodison Park in Liverpool, north west England. —AFP

UK PM Johnson 
makes rapid virus 
cricket ban U-turn
LONDON:  Br i t i sh  Pr ime  Min is ter  Bor i s
Johnson said Friday he had cal led in the
“third umpire” as he announced that recre-
ational cricket would be allowed to resume
on the weekend of July 11-12. In a radio inter-
view earlier Friday, Johnson angered thou-
sands of club cricketers by saying the ama-
teur game was still not safe to play amid the
coronavirus pandemic because of issues sur-
rounding communal teas and dressing rooms.

“It’s the teas, it’s the changing rooms and
so on and so forth. There are other factors
involved that generate proximity which you
might not get in a game of tennis,” he said.
Johnson had a lready provoked a fur ious
response from the likes of former England
capta in  Michael  Vaughan by saying last
month a cricket ball was a “vector of dis-
ease” despite recreational tennis and golf
having already resumed amid the COVID-19
outbreak.

But Johnson, at a Downing Street briefing
on Friday that took place several hours after
his radio interview, used cricket terminology
in a U-turn that signalled the club and youth
game was  on  i t s  way  back . Johnson
explained the reversal  of his posit ion by
saying he’d called in “the third umpire”, who

in professional cricket can overturn deci-
sions made by either of the two on-field
match officials.

“The ‘third umpire’ has been invoked, and
what I can say is that we do want to work as
fast as possible to get cricket back, and we
will be publishing guidelines in the next few
days so that cricket can resume in time for
next weekend,” said Johnson. Chief medical
off icer Chris  Whitty, speaking alongside
Johnson, added that one problem for cricket
was that it brings together far more people
than the six deemed the maximum number
who should be meeting outdoors now. “But it
is perfectly possible to have cricket where
people do keep their distance,” he added. 

‘FINALLY SENSE’ 
England and Wales Cricket Board chief

executive Tom Harrison, who insisted the
government had been “supportive” in want-
ing to see recreational cricket return, wel-
comed the change of heart by saying: “It will
come as great news to our nation of recre-
ational cricketers that the UK Government
has given the green light for the game to
return from next weekend.

“They now agree that with appropriate
measures in place to mitigate the risk, it is
safe.” Meanwhile a delighted Vaughan tweet-
ed: “Finally sense ... GET IN NETS all you
recreational players.” International cricket is
set to resume for the first time since lockdown
on Wednesday, with the opening day of the
f irst  Test between England and the West
Indies at Southampton.  —AFP
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Pope confident 
England can 
thrive without fans
LONDON: England batsman Ollie Pope is
adamant the absence of fans will have no bearing
on England’s intensity when they face the West
Indies in next week’s first Test. The Ageas Bowl
will be devoid of any spectators on health
grounds when international cricket returns for
the first time since the global coronavirus pan-
demic on Wednesday’s opening day of a three-
match series.

England got a taste of what to expect while
playing a three-day intra-squad practice match
at Hampshire’s headquarters, between a side led
by Jos Buttler and one captained by stand-in Test
skipper Ben Stokes, that ended on Friday in a
draw.  

There have been suggestions the silence could
be broken by piping in crowd noise or having
music play between overs, as can happen in one-
day games. But Pope, who made an unbeaten 55
on Friday, said the fundamentals that come with
representing your country had not altered. 

‘REALLY UP FOR IT’ 
“When we have big crowds in and the Barmy

Army are here it is amazing but we’ll still be play-
ing Test cricket and it’s still the pinnacle,” he said.
“Even if there’s not a single person in the crowd
it’s still what we all dreamt of doing. There will

still be the same nerves in the morning because
so much rides on it,” added the 22-year-old. 

“When that Test match starts up, crowd or no
crowd, you are going to be really up for it.”
England fast bowler Mark Wood tried to com-
pensate for the absence of any fans at one point
during the warm-up game with a solo rendition
of ‘Jerusalem’, the team’s theme song, while wav-
ing a flag as the teams walked out to play. 

“I hope he does it again, it was outstanding.
He’s got the voice of an angel,” said Pope. Pope’s
50 was one of several promising innings on
Friday, with seven more players passing 30.
Fellow specialist batsmen Rory Burns, Dom
Sibley and Zak Crawley all spent time at the
crease while all-rounder Stokes hit three sixes in
a Matt Parkinson over during his 33 not out
before a draw was agreed.

Perhaps the most encouraging news for
England on Friday came from off the field when
Pope’s Surrey colleague Tom Curran tested nega-
tive for COVID-19. Curran had spent Thursday’s
play self-isolating in his on-site hotel room after
feeling unwell the previous night.

But the all-rounder was able to watch Friday’s
final session from pitch-side. “I think we were
trying to focus on the cricket but I don’t know
how you deal with those situations,” Pope said of
Curran’s health scare.

“It’s good he tested negative for the virus and
he’s feeling a lot better and ready to go. It was
nice to see him back out there today.” England
are set to reduce their training group from 29 to
a Test squad of 22 on Saturday, with regular cap-
tain Joe Root having already left camp to attend
the birth of his second child. —AFP


