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PARIS: The pan-European format has been derided, the
tournament postponed by a year due to the coronavirus
pandemic, host cities have been dropped and matches
moved, but Euro 2020 finally gets underway next week
when Italy face Turkey in Rome on Friday, June 11.

Following the unprecedented decision to postpone
the competition in March last year at the start of the
pandemic, the health crisis is not over and COVID-19
will continue to cast a shadow over this European
Championship. However, five years after Portugal over-
came an injury to Cristiano Ronaldo to defeat France
and win Euro 2016 in Paris, and three years after the
French won the World Cup in Russia, anticipation in
Europe is now building towards another major tourna-
ment summer.

There is no shortage of candidates among the 24
nations, not least France as they look to repeat their feat
of two decades ago, when they followed winning the
1998 World Cup with victory at Euro 2000. That this
Euro is taking place in 11 cities across 11 different coun-
tries is down to a Frenchman — it was the idea of Michel
Platini during his time as president of UEFA.

Venue changes, crowd limits
There were initially 13 host cities before Brussels was

sidelined and before the pandemic intervened. In April
Dublin and Bilbao were dropped too. Neither the Irish
government nor authorities in the Basque Country were

able to assure UEFA that fans could attend. Seville
replaced Bilbao while Dublin’s games went to London
and Saint-Petersburg.

The remaining venues — Amsterdam, Baku,
Bucharest, Budapest, Copenhagen, Glasgow, London,
Munich, Rome, Saint-Petersburg and Seville — have all
confirmed fans will be allowed to fill between 25 and 100
percent of capacity, with the exception of Munich, which
said it aims to host at least 14,500 fans at the Allianz
Arena.

UEFA has insisted on having spectators despite
ongoing challenges for governments, the different health
situation from one country to the next and the threat of
more contagious variants. That is why Munich’s mayor
Dieter Reiter said in April there had been “no promises,
of any kind, to guarantee spectators”.

Despite it all, UEFA president Aleksander Ceferin has
been bullish, insisting Euro 2020 will be safe. “It will be
the perfect opportunity to show the world that Europe is
adapting. Europe is alive and celebrating life. Europe is
back,” he said recently.

However, no travel exemptions are necessarily being
made for ticket-holders, meaning those entering coun-
tries from abroad could have to quarantine on arrival.
They may simply not be allowed in at all. Fans who are
able to get in will be assigned time slots to arrive at sta-
diums. Croatia and the Czech Republic have abandoned
plans to base themselves in Scotland because the

Scottish government’s coronavirus quarantine rules
meant their entire squad risked having to isolate if one
player tested positive.

Concerns over possible virus clusters led to UEFA

allowing nations to name expanded squads of 26 players.
Fatigue after a long season may also impact on the quali-
ty of football, but competition for the title will be fierce.

The contenders
France have Karim Benzema back after a long inter-

national exile and they look a fearsome proposition as
they target a tournament double. “There are obviously
big expectations after the success we have had and that
is the aim of this squad, of this generation,” coach Didier
Deschamps told AFP recently.

An England side who have the carrot of knowing
both semi-finals and the final will be played at home are
a genuine threat, and then there are the usual contenders
like Spain, Italy, Germany and Belgium, as well as a revi-
talized Netherlands. There is also the holders. “For a long
time now we have gone into tournaments not just to
compete but to win,” Portugal coach Fernando Santos
told A Bola. They won’t be going into many more tourna-
ments with Ronaldo, who is 36 now. Portugal’s group,
also containing France and Germany as well as Hungary,
will focus much attention in the first round, along with
England’s clash with Scotland at Wembley. Scotland are
just delighted to be at a major tournament for the first
time in 23 years. England, meanwhile, are yet again going
into a summer dreaming of a first title since winning the
1966 World Cup at Wembley, where this year’s final will
take place on Sunday, July 11. — AFP

ROME: In this file photo taken on April 20, 2021 the trophy of
the UEFA Euro 2020 football competition is pictured on
Sant’Angelo bridge in Rome. — AFP

UEFA betting on Euro 2020 success
despite challenge of pandemic

Roberto Mancini,
artisan of Italy’s
renaissance
MILAN: From the dark days of Italy’s 2018 World
Cup qualifying fiasco to the eve of the European
championships, Roberto Mancini has transformed the
fortunes of fallen footballing giants Italy. A flawless
Euro 2020 qualifying campaign has positioned the
four-time World Cup winners as among the favorites
in a tournament which they kick off at home on June
11 against Turkey in Rome.

Former Inter Milan and Manchester City boss
Mancini was appointed in May 2018 after an ageing
and lacklustre Italy missed out a World Cup finals for
the first time since 1958, failing to score in a play-off
against Sweden. Since then Italy have lost just twice
under Mancini, reaching the final phase of the
Nations League and winning all three of their 2022
World Cup qualifying games.

“I feel very proud, because it was not a good situ-
ation when I arrived,” said Mancini, with Italy now
sitting seventh in the FIFA rankings after having pre-
viously slipped to an all-time low of 21st. “I tried to
make the players believe in themselves, when every-
one else said Italy didn’t have good quality players.”

Decline had followed Italy’s 2006 World Cup vic-
tory, with group stage exits at the 2010 and 2014 edi-
tions. They fared better at the European
Championship, a tournament they have won just once
in 1968, reaching the final in 2012 and the quarter-
finals in 2016.

Mancini’s side are on a run of 26 unbeaten match-
es since September 2018. An all-time record 11 con-
secutive victories was ended with a draw against
Bosnia last September. “My idea was originally to
target success in the 2022 World Cup, but now we
can challenge for Euro 2020,” declared Mancini, who
in May extended his contract until 2026. “We want to
continue a work that has borne fruit.”

Mancini brought in a new crop of promising play-
ers while keeping faith with some of the old stalwarts
such as Leonardo Bonucci, Giorgio Chiellini, Jorginho
and Marco Verratti. Roma midfielder Nicolo Zaniolo
was called up in September 2018, before he had even
made his Serie A debut, with Moise Kean, Federico
Chiesa, and Inter Milan midfield pair Nicolo Barella
and Stefano Sensi also joining the national setup.

Although missing a star forward of the calibre of
Cristiano Ronaldo, Harry Kane, Antoine Griezmann or
Kylian Mbappe, Italy’s strike options include young
Juve pair Chiesa and Federico Bernardeschi, Lazio’s
Ciro Immobile and Napoli’s Lorenzo Insigne.

‘Young, modern game’
For ‘Azzurri’ legend Luigi Riva, a member of Italy’s

only European championship winning team 53 years
ago, Mancini remains the star of the current national
team. “I am convinced that the real secret of this team
is Roberto,” Italy’s all-time leading goalscorer with 35
goals in 42 appearances told Gazzetta Dello Sport.
“Mancini has given the team a young, modern game,
stamped his mark. It is his national team.”

Riva, 76, added: “(Mancini) has based his manage-
ment primarily on familiarity. He is a coach who fol-
lows the players, supports them, stimulates them by
talking to them. And then he has experience, he has
so many things to say, the players feel it.”

In Mancini, Italy have a coach with a solid track
record as a title-winner with 13 trophies in club foot-
ball, both as a player and as a manager. He led
Manchester City to their first English league title in
44 years in 2012, and won three Serie A titles with
Inter Milan. He also won Italian Cups with Inter,
Fiorentina and Lazio.

Since leaving England in 2013, Mancini managed
Galatasaray, who he lead to a Turkish Cup, and Inter
before joining Zenit Saint Petersburg in June 2017,
leaving the Russian club the following year to pursue
his “dream job” of coaching Italy.

A former Bologna, Lazio and Sampdoria forward,
Mancini never became a regular with Italy over a 10-
year international career, during which he won 36
caps and scored four goals. The love-hate relation-
ship ended following a dispute with coach Arrigo
Sacchi in the run-up to the 1994 World Cup, which
brought the curtain down on Mancini’s national
career. — AFP

CAGLIARI: Italy’s coach Roberto Mancini gestures as he
gives instructions from the touch line during a friendly foot-
ball match between Italy and San Marino at the Sardegna
Arena in Cagliari on May 28, 2021, in preparation for the
UEFA Euro 2020 European Football Championship. — AFP

Giggs’ absence puts
pressure on Bale to
deliver for Wales
LONDON: Wales will go into Euro 2020 without their
beleaguered boss Ryan Giggs, putting the spotlight on
Gareth Bale’s bid to silence critics who say he has lost
his appetite for success. Giggs’ absence following his
arrest on charges of assaulting two women last year will
cast a shadow over Wales during the Euro.

The former Manchester United star faces a trial in
2022 after being accused of butting his ex-girlfriend
Kate Greville and controlling her throughout their rela-
tionship. Giggs is also charged with the common assault
of Greville’s sister Emma in the same incident.

The 47-year-old had taken charge of Wales in 2018
and made a positive impression as he led them to the
European Championship, just their second major tourna-
ment appearance since the 1958 World Cup. But Giggs,
who denies the charges, has been on leave since
November last year, with caretaker boss Robert Page
stepping into the breach.

Page has won four of his six games since replacing
Giggs, with Wales’ only loss in that time coming against
the world’s top-ranked side, Belgium. If Wales are to
thrive in Giggs’ absence, the onus is on Bale to prove his
erratic loan spell with Tottenham Hotspur this season
was not further evidence that his love for the game is
dwindling.

Although he scored 16 goals, Bale was unable to
make a consistent impact on his return to Tottenham
despite the hope that escaping his miserable time at Real
Madrid would reinvigorate the Wales captain. Hampered
by fitness issues and a frosty relationship with Jose
Mourinho before his sacking, Bale hardly disproved the
theory he no longer has the drive required to dominate
at the highest level. Having celebrated Wales’ Euro quali-
fication by waving a flag that read ‘Wales. Golf. Madrid.
In that order’, Bale has an opportunity to show that
swipe at Real was more than hollow patriotism.

Bale burden
Despite the exit of his Real nemesis, coach Zinedine

Zidane, Bale is reportedly considering negotiating a pay-
off to avoid returning to Madrid. It was also suggested
the four-time Champions League winner could quit foot-
ball altogether and try his hand at professional golf, a
claim rejected by his agent, Jonathan Barnett.

Bale fuelled speculation over a potential bombshell
announcement when he was asked about his future fol-
lowing his brace in Tottenham’s final Premier League
game of the season at Leicester City. “I know what I’m
doing, but it’ll just cause chaos if I say anything. It will
have to happen after the Euro,” Bale said. “I’m not think-
ing about anything else other than Wales.”

After their fairytale run to the Euro 2016 semi-finals,
Wales will need Bale at his best to get anywhere near
repeating that success. “We’d love to replicate what we
did at Euro 2016 but we are realistic. It’s a different team,
a different tournament,” Bale said. Page’s side kick off
against Switzerland in Baku on June 12, with games
against Turkey and Italy rounding off their group sched-
ule. The bulk of Page’s squad ply their trade in England’s
second tier, with 19-year-old midfielder Rubin Colwill a
surprise inclusion after only making his Cardiff City
debut in February. “He blew us all away with how he was
and how he conducted himself. He’s a top professional
already,” Page said of Colwill. —AFP

Canadiens stun Maple
Leafs in Stanley Cup
playoffs game seven
LOS ANGELES: Carey Price stopped 30 shots as the
Montreal Canadiens beat the Toronto Maple Leafs 3-1
in game seven of the Stanley Cup playoffs first round
on Monday, storming back to engineer one of the
biggest comebacks in recent NHL history.

Corey Perry’s power play goal off a deflection in the
second period proved to be the winner as the
Canadiens won largely thanks to Price’s brilliant net-
minding. “This is the best team game that we’ve played
this season,” Price said. “I thought we had a pretty
good chance all series, and obviously when we won
game five to get our second win we started gathering
momentum, and we just kept at it and tried to keep
that momentum going tonight.”

Price made a clutch save off Toronto’s Zach Hyman
with 2:46 left in the third to preserve the two-goal
lead. Just one minute later, Tyler Toffoli scored into an
empty Toronto net to make it 3-0 and seal the win for
the Habs, who set up game seven with successive
overtime wins in games five and six. The Canadiens
advance to the second round to face the Winnipeg
Jets. There were no fans for game seven at Toronto’s
Scotiabank Arena because of pandemic restrictions
still in effect in Canada.

Brendan Gallagher opened the scoring for visiting
Montreal early in the second period, firing a shot
through the legs of Maple Leaf netminder Jack
Campbell. “It’s just tough,” Campbell said. “I just think

of how hard our team battled and for it to end on the
worst goal of my career, it happened in a game seven.
It’s not acceptable. The team counts on me to be bet-
ter, and I know I can be a lot better than that.”

The Leafs finally got on the scoreboard when
William Nylander scored with 1:36 left in the third,
but it was too little, too late for Toronto. The Leafs
were the heavy favorites coming into the series,
which was the first between the two storied Original

Six rivals since 1979.  This marked just the second
game seven between Montreal and Toronto, with the
only other taking place in 1964. All the pressure was
on the Maple Leafs, who finished first in the North
Division compared to the Habs, who placed fourth.
This latest playoff collapse is going to lead to plenty
of soul searching in Toronto, who have not won a
Stanley Cup since 1967, the longest drought of any
NHL team. — AFP

LEUVEN: In this file photograph taken on March 24, 2021,
Wales’s forward Harry Wilson (left) celebrates with Wales’
forward Gareth Bale (center) and Wales’ defender Connor
Roberts after scoring a goal during the FIFA World Cup Qatar
2022 qualification football match between Belgium and
Wales at the Den Dreef Stadium in Leuven. — AFP

MONTREAL: Tyler Toffoli #73 of the Montreal Canadiens celebrates his goal after scoring on Jack Campbell #36 of the Toronto
Maple Leafs during the third period in Game Six of the First Round of the 2021 Stanley Cup Playoffs at the Bell Centre on
Monday in Montreal, Canada. — AFP

Kahn to replace
Rummenigge as
Bayern chairman 
BERLIN: After 30 years in charge of Bayern Munich,
Karl-Heinz Rummenigge will step down as chairman at
the end of the month and be replaced by former
Germany captain Oliver Kahn, the Bundesliga giants
confirmed yesterday. Rummenigge had been due to
see out his contract which expires at the end of 2021,
but is leaving six months early to meet the end of the
financial year on June 30. Rummenigge’s departure
represents the start of a new era at Bayern with Julian
Nagelsmann, 33, also replacing Hansi Flick as head
coach going into next season.

“It is strategically the most sensible and logical
point in time,” said Rummenigge, 65, with Kahn, 51, to
be Bayern’s chairman when the new season starts in
August. “We are reaching the end of the financial year,
and at the same time a new phase with a new coaching
team is beginning.” “It is a farewell with satisfaction
and pride. That was important to me,” he added.
Rummenigge joined the club’s management in 1991 as
vice-president and then became chairman in 2002,
overseeing an incredible period of success.

With Rummenigge on board, Bayern won the
Bundesliga 19 times and lifted the Champions League
trophy in 2001, 2013 and 2020. Bayern president
Herbert Hainer praised Rummenigge for his work
alongside former club supremo Uli Hoeness which
“shaped FC Bayern into one of the top names interna-
tional football - both in sporting and economic terms.”

Since Rummenigge became chairman, Bayern
Munich’s annual turnover has increased from 176 ($215
million) to 679 million euros, according to club figures.
A former striker who made 95 appearances for West
Germany, Rummenigge played for Bayern from 1974 to
1984. He was part of the team which won the European
Cup twice and was voted the Ballon d’Or winner in
both 1980 and 1981.—AFP

Oliver Kahn


