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Man City title 
miracle all part 
of Pep’s plan
MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola joked it had been
part of his plan for Manchester City to come from
2-0 down to beat Aston Villa 3-2 to claim the
Premier League title as his side paraded the tro-
phy through Manchester on Monday. Needing to
win to hold off Liverpool by a point to win the
title, City were trail ing 2-0 with 15 minutes
remaining before three goals in five-and-a-half
manic minutes at the Etihad.

Guardiola kept his post-match promise by puff-
ing on a cigar as he took to the stage at the end of
the parade. City have now four titles in the last five
years under Guardiola and six in the last 11 sea-
sons. “It was the plan, 0-2, calm, calm,” Guardiola
said with a laugh. “And after we scored it was a
great night. “Everybody knows what has happened
is an incredible achievement. This is the toughest
league, in six years since we arrived we had four.
“The happiness on all the faces is the greatest
reward we can get.”

Despite their domestic dominance, the
Champions League has remained beyond City
despite the billions spent amassing a stellar squad.
Another heartbreaking exit to Real Madrid in the
semi-finals earlier this month could have derailed
their Premier League title charge, but they bounced
back to take the necessary 10 points from the final
four games. “There was a lot of tension in the last
month after (the defeat to Madrid) and a lot of diffi-
cult games. “We never give up and we have to be so
proud of the group.”

Many of the City squad looked to have spent
most of the past 24 hours celebrating their triumph.
Ederson sprayed more than one of the fans clinging
to lamp posts with champagne, while Jack Grealish
offered to buy everyone on the roadside a shot if
they wanted to meet him out in the city later on.
Kevin De Bruyne was far from alone in sporting
dark glasses, admitting to being a “little bit drunk”.
The Belgian was named the club’s player of the year
amid the celebrations.

Asked if he thought it was all over at 2-0, De
Bruyne said: “For about 10 seconds. Then we just go
and we did it. We did it the City way, I would say.
Now it feels very sweet.” The event also became a
farewell party for club captain Fernandinho, who
will return to his native Brazil this summer after nine
years and 12 trophies with the club. “When I came
here for the first time and met someone from City
they said, ‘Listen, we want you to be one of the
leaders, we want you to be a champion’,” the 37-
year-old said. “When I look back all of the titles we
won are really special.” —AFP

MILAN: Two of Europe’s most passionate fan bases
will descend on Tirana for Wednesday’s Conference
League final, a competition belittled by some but
which has captured the imagination of Feyenoord and
Roma supporters. Starved of success in recent years,
both teams travel to the Arena Kombetare knowing
they will be backed to the hilt for the climax to a suc-
cessful inaugural season for UEFA’s new tournament. 

Such is the desire to be at the final that the 20,000
capacity stadium in the Albanian capital is nowhere
near big enough, with Roma coach Jose Mourinho
saying that the two teams’ fans “would have filled the
Santiago Bernabeau”. Feyenoord said they were dis-
appointed with the paltry allocation of just 4,000
tickets and asked fans not to buy from touts, but that
is unlikely to deter supporters hungry for a rare
chance for European glory. 

Roma were last in a continental final 31 years ago-
losing the UEFA Cup to Inter Milan-and their fans
haven’t seen their team win a trophy since 2008. A
huge number of supporters are trying to find ways to
travel the relatively short distance to Albania from
Rome, as fans desperately seek tickets for the match
and ways of getting across the Adriatic.

The prospect of a European trophy after reaching
the semi-finals of both the Europa League and the
Champions League in recent seasons has created a
wave of enthusiasm among Roma fans. They have
offered unconditional backing to Mourinho, whose
reputation in Italy was such that he has been given
leeway that other managers have not had from noto-
riously volatile supporters.

Seen as yesterday’s man elsewhere, particularly in
England, Mourinho has created a strong team spirit

and got the best out of his key summer signing
Tammy Abraham. “You’re finished when you no
longer have passion for the game,” Mourinho told
reporters before Roma’s win at Torino on Friday,
which ensured them Europa League football next
season. “It’s up to us coaches to decide when enough
is enough and you’ve got to wait a lot longer for that
to happen to me.”

Abraham at home in Rome
Abraham has been the star of the show for Roma

this season, repaying his 40 million euro transfer fee
from Chelsea by scoring 27 goals in all competitions,
nine of which have come in the Conference League.
The 24-year-old has settled in extremely well in
Rome, not always the easiest of environments for
players, and he has the knack of scoring goals which
either decide matches or tips the balance in favor of
his team. His early header in the emotional second leg
of Roma’s semi-final against Leicester City put them
in Wednesday’s showdown. “For me it’s not a little
cup,” Abraham told AFP last week. “I believe every
final is a final-no matter what competition it is. You
get to the final, you want to win the final.”

Feyenoord have a much fuller trophy cabinet but
the vast majority of their successes came in the last
millenium. The 1970 European champions also won
two of the old UEFA Cups but it has been slim pick-
ings in the two decades since their last European
success. They have never made it past the group
stages of the Champions League and have not gone
further than the last 32 since groups were introduced
to the UEFA Cup in 2004 ahead of the remodeled
Europa League five years later.

Arne Slot has led Feyenoord to third, 11 points
behind champions Ajax but an improvement on the
previous season’s fifth place, and have the fans on
side with a continental cup on offer. Standing in their
way is an expert of winning one-off games who is
gunning to complete the set of UEFA club trophies.

“His CV makes you wary of his team. He is known for
winning many finals,” Slot said of Mourinho to UEFA.
“But we mainly have to focus on his team, the tactics
and the different ways they play. We shouldn’t pay
too much attention to the fact that he has such an
impressive track record in finals.”- AFP

Two of Europe’s most passionate fan bases descend on Tirana

Roma, Feyenoord hope to turn the 
corner in Conference League final

ROTTERDAM: Feyenoord players are about to leave Rotterdam-The Hague Airport to Tirana where they will
play the UEFA Conference League final against AS Roma. —AFP

Hertha Berlin keep
Bundesliga status
with play-off win
BERLIN: Hertha Berlin secured their place in the
Bundesliga for next season with a 2-0 away win
at Hamburg on Monday to take the
promotion/relegation play-off 2-1 on aggregate.
“That is a huge relief. What the boys did was
outstanding,” said Hertha sports director Fredi
Bobic. An early headed goal by Hertha captain
Dedryck Boyata and a speculative second-
half free-kick from Marvin Plattenhardt saw
Hertha turn their fortunes around in Monday’s
return leg.

Hertha had lost the first leg 1-0 in Berlin last
Thursday, but the visitors flew out of the traps in
Hamburg when Boyata smashed in a header after
just four minutes. Falling behind subdued the
hosts, who lacked the composure of the first leg.
Only a superb save by Hamburg goalkeeper
Daniel Fernandes blocked a fierce shot by Hertha
striker Ishak Belfodil with half-time approaching.
Hamburg rallied after the break with right-back
Moritz Heyer testing Hertha goalkeeper Oliver
Christensen with a long-range shot.

At the other end, Fernandes pulled off a bril-
liant save at the near post to block a shot by
Plattenhardt, but the dead-ball specialist who
was not to be denied. The Germany defender
launched a stunning free-kick from the left flank
to the far post which curled over Fernandes and
into the net on 63 minutes. The goal put Hertha
ahead on aggregate for the first time in the play-
off tie as the visitors hung on despite increasing
desperation from the Hamburg team. Hertha fin-
ished with ten men when Lucas Tousart was

shown a second yellow card just before the final
whistle as tempers flared in stoppage time. After
nine straight seasons in the Bundesliga, Hertha
avoided their first relegation since 2011/12. The
aggregate defeat denied Hamburg a return to
Germany’s top flight after four seasons since
their 2018 relegation. Hertha’s caretaker coach
Felix Magath, 68, who won Bundesliga titles in
charge of Bayern Munich and Wolfsburg, has
kept the Berlin club up despite winning just

three of his nine games in charge. “We are mas-
sively grateful for what Felix has done, striking
the right key to get the best out of the team,”
added Bobic. As a player, Magath scored
Hamburg’s winning goal in the 1983 European
Cup final win over Juventus and won three
Bundesliga titles with the north German club.
Hamburg qualified for the play-off by finishing
third in the second division while Hertha ended
up third from bottom of the Bundesliga. —AFP

HAMBURG: Hamburg’s Gambian midfielder Bakery Jatta (right) tackles Hertha Berlin’s Montenegrin forward
Stevan Jovetic during the German Bundesliga Relegation Play-Off second-leg football match Hamburg SV v
Hertha Berlin on May 23, 2022.  —AFP

‘For Lewandowski, 
Bayern is history’
BERLIN: Robert Lewandowski’s agent Pini Zahavi
has made it clear the Polish striker wants to leave
Bayern Munich, amid reports Barcelona have
made an offer. “For Robert, things are very clear:
he wants to leave FC Bayern this summer,” Zahavi
told German daily Bild. Lewandowski has already
said he wants to leave Bayern, where he has a year
left on his contract, with Barcelona reportedly
offering 32 million euros ($34 million) to sign the
33-year-old.

Zahavi warned Bayern: “Of course they can

keep Robert for another year, to be fair he has a
contract until 2023, but I wouldn’t recommend that
to them. “For Robert Lewandowski, FC Bayern is
history.” A back-to-back winner of FIFA’s best
male player award, Lewandowski has won every
title available since joining Bayern in 2014, includ-
ing eight Bundesliga trophies for a total of 10 hav-
ing won two with ex-club Dortmund.

He also won the Champions League with
Bayern in 2020. Lewandowski was top-scorer in
the Bundesliga last season for the fifth year run-
ning after netting 35 goals in Germany’s top flight.
Bayern CEO Oliver Khan and director of sports
Hasan Salihamidzic have both publically stated the
club will not let Lewandowski leave before 2023.
On Sunday, Salihamidzic slammed Zahavi on a

Sport1 talk show. “He (Lewandowski) has an
adviser who has been messing with his head all
year,” Salihamidzic fumed.

Zahavi played a role in David Alaba leaving
Bayern for Real Madrid on a free transfer, leading
to former club president Uli Hoeness once
describing the player agent as a “piranha”. Zahavi,
78, says the issue for Lewandowski is not about
extra money. “He has felt disrespected by those in
charge (at Bayern) for months, that’s the truth. “FC
Bayern has not lost Lewandowski the player, but
Robert the person”. Zahavi says he hopes Bayern’s
senior figures “will think about it again” and allow
Lewandowski the opportunity “to fulfil a lifelong
dream and move to the club (Barcelona) he has
always dreamed of.” —AFP


