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MADRID: Barcelona are close to finalizing Xavi
Hernandez’s long-anticipated return as coach,
according to various reports in the Catalan press
yesterday, with B team coach Sergi Barjuan put
in temporary charge following the sacking of
Ronald Koeman. Barca president Joan Laporta
was reportedly in talks with Xavi about the
vacant position yesterday morning.

Xavi is currently coach of Al Sadd but pris-
ing him away from the Qatari club is not
expected to be a problem, with the Spaniard
eager to complete a sensational return. The 41-
year-old left Barcelona in 2015 on the back of
winning the treble, which took his career tally
to eight titles in La Liga and four in the
Champions League. He is widely considered
one of the club’s greatest ever players and there
is huge excitement about his potential as a
coach, after his influence on the iconic Barca
team managed by Pep Guardiola.

Barcelona’s scheduled morning training ses-
sion yesterday was put back to 5pm (1500GMT)
and will be taken by Barjuan, who is likely to be in
charge for the game at home to Alaves yesterday.
Barca have three games to negotiate before the
international break, against Alaves and Celta Vigo
in La Liga, as well as a crucial Champions
League trip to Dynamo Kiev in between.

Barca had won only two of their last seven
league games under Koeman, a run that included

losing to Real Madrid in Sunday’s Clasico at
Camp Nou. A poor start to the season has raised
the possibility of the team even failing to qualify
for next season’s Champions League, which
would have enormous consequences for the
club’s already dire financial situation.

Heavy debt 
Koeman spent six years at Barcelona as a

player and is considered a club legend after scor-
ing the winning goal in the 1992 European Cup

final against Sampdoria. He was appointed coach
by Barca’s previous president Josep Maria
Bartomeu in August 2020 and enjoyed some suc-
cess in his first season, winning the Copa del Rey
and bringing a disillusioned Lionel Messi back
onside.

But a disappointing finish in La Liga and a
heavy defeat by Paris Saint-Germain in the
Champions League last 16 cast doubt over
Koeman’s ability to navigate the biggest games, a
criticism that was aimed at him again last week-
end following the loss to Real Madrid. Laporta
was re-elected as president in March and while
he allowed Koeman to continue as coach, there
was never much trust between the pair.

Laporta told Koeman in the summer he want-
ed two weeks to look for a replacement for the
Dutchman while Koeman reacted badly last
month to Laporta suggesting coaches do not
have all the power. “He spoke too much,” Koeman
said. No replacement was found or could be per-
suaded to take over, perhaps in part because of
Barcelona’s perilous financial problems.

The club is €1.35 billion in debt and had to
watch Messi join PSG in August after failing to
renew the Argentine’s contract. Other key players
like Antoine Griezmann also departed without
being adequately replaced as Sergio Aguero and
Memphis Depay both arrived on free transfers
and Luuk de Jong came from Sevilla on loan. “In

recent years other clubs have strengthened every
season and we haven’t,” said Koeman after his
last game in charge against Rayo.

Honest approach 
Youngsters like Pedri, Gavi, Nico Gonzalez,

Sergino Dest and Ronald Araujo have all benefit-
ed from Koeman’s faith, but more established
players have suffered a drop in form. Koeman’s
honest approach was largely accepted and even
appreciated last season, but his downbeat
assessment of his squad this term was seen by
many as counter-productive and not befitting of
a Barcelona coach.

There was criticism of Koeman’s style of play,
which became increasingly direct, while the
board were reportedly irritated by his straying
from the club’s traditions of playing 4-3-3. But
results were the key factor, as consecutive 3-0
defeats by Bayern Munich and Benfica in the
Champions League were followed by losses
against Atletico and Real Madrid in the league.

Laporta said before the international break
that Koeman “deserved the benefit of the
doubt”, moving to end speculation that he
would lose his job after the defeat by Atletico
earlier this month. But faced with an early exit in
the Champions League and the possibility of
failing to make the top four in La Liga, Laporta
decided to act. — AFP 

MADRID: Barcelona’s Dutch coach Ronald Koeman
gestures during the start of the Spanish League
football match between Rayo Vallecano de Madrid
and FC Barcelona at Vallecas stadium on
Wednesday. — AFP  

Barcelona closing in on Xavi 
after Koeman sacked as coach

Bullish Pak have 
‘mindset of T20 
champions’: Coach
DUBAI: Pakistan’s interim head coach
Saqlain Mushtaq declared that his team
have “the mindset of champions” as they
play Afghanistan in the Twenty20 World
Cup in Dubai today. The 2009 champions
thumped archrivals India by 10 wickets in
their opening match followed by a nervy
five-wicket win over New Zealand, making
them well placed for the semi-finals.

“We are playing with the mindset of
world champions,” Saqlain said yesterday.
“The two wins have given us the confidence
and belief to achieve that goal.” Saqlain
replaced Misbah-ul-Haq, who resigned last
month, and is bringing his experience as a
spin-bowling consultant for England,
Bangladesh and New Zealand in the past. 

Saqlain said his team needed to be wary
of a dangerous Afghanistan. “We know
Afghanistan is a very good team but our
plans are well-placed and we need to exe-
cute those plans as we have done in the first
two games,” he added. Afghanistan crushed
qualifiers Scotland by 130 runs in their first

Group 2 game with off-spinner Mujeeb Ur
Rahman taking 5-20 and leggie Rashid
Khan 4-9.

Himself a great off-spinner who played
49 Tests and 169 one-day internationals for
Pakistan, Saqlain called Afghanistan’s spin-
ners “world class”. “Rashid and Mujeeb are
quality spinners and have been doing well
for their team as well as in the private
leagues around the world, but we have
plans against them,” said Saqlain. He
praised the unity of his players, saying it has
helped them achieve good results. “Our
theme is ‘together we achieve’ and it’s not ‘I
did well’ or ‘he did well’, but it’s ‘we did well’
sort and that has helped us gel well.”

Saqlain pointed out that Pakistan have
played most of their cricket in recent years
in the United Arab Emirates. “These condi-
tions of the UAE are very familiar for my
players and we have been playing home
international matches and Pakistan Super
League games here and that has, and will,
help our players.” Pakistan will play
Namibia on November 2 and Scotland five
days later in the Super 12 stage. But looking
farther ahead, Saqlain hopes to meet India
again at the World Cup - this time in the
final. “If India comes in the final, then it
would be very good for the International
Cricket Council, fans around the world and
for world cricket,” he said. —AFP

De Kock sorry
for refusing 
to take knee
DUBAI: South African star Quinton de Kock
has apologized for refusing to take the knee in
his team’s Twenty20 World Cup match and said
he would be “happy” to do it”. “I would like to
start by saying sorry to my teammates, and the
fans back home,” de Kock said in a statement
yesterday. “I never ever wanted to make this a
Quinton issue. I understand the importance of
standing against racism, and I also understand
the responsibility of us as players to set an
example. If me taking a knee helps to educate
others, and makes the lives of others better, I am
more than happy to do so.”

De Kock explained he comes from a mixed
race family with his half-sisters being colored
and his stepmother is black. “For me, Black lives
have mattered since I was born. Not just
because there was an international movement,”
said the 28-year-old. De Kock pulled out of
Tuesday’s match against holders West Indies for
“personal reasons”, defying orders from Cricket
South Africa (CSA) to their players on following
the anti-racism gesture.

They acted after pictures emerged from the
team’s first game against Australia at the week-
end where some players knelt and some stood.

Cricket South Africa welcomed the move and
said, “The Proteas men’s team agreed to align
and unify in taking the knee for the remaining
fixtures of the World Cup campaign.” The board
added their stance against racism “is a moral
issue, not a political issue”.

De Kock, a former national captain, refused
to take a knee in South Africa’s Test series in the
West Indies earlier this year. Temba Bavuma,
the national cricket team’s first ever black
African skipper, said de Kock’s decision and the
events that followed made it the toughest day of
his life. The Proteas though went on to win the
match convincingly by eight wickets in Dubai.

They next play Sri Lanka in Sharjah tomor-
row and de Kock is expected to be back in the
team. “I did not, in any way, mean to disrespect
anyone by not playing against West Indies,
especially the West Indian team themselves,”
said de Kock. —AFP
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