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Real Europe’s
most valuable
football club
PARIS: Real Madrid remain Europe’s most
valuable football club despite the ever-increas-
ing dominance of the English Premier League,
according to a report published Thursday by
analysts Football Benchmark. The report ranks
Europe’s 32 most prominent clubs, calculating
their value based on their annual financial
statements and assessing squad values.

Real, who face Liverpool in Saturday’s
Champions League final, came out on top for
the fourth consecutive year of the report, with a
valuation of €3.184 billion ($3.4 billion). That is
still short of their valuation in 2020, just before
the pandemic, of nearly €3.5 billion, although
the report points out that they were one of few
clubs to register a net profit in both seasons
impacted by the pandemic.

“Real Madrid have extended their lead at the
top due to continuous sporting and commercial
success,” says the report’s author, Andrea
Sartori. It said Real lost €84 million due to the
absence of matchday revenues with supporters
shut out due to the pandemic. However, Real
“made the made the most of the
restrictions.. .accelerating works on the
Bernabeu. It will be ready at the end of 2022 or
the beginning of 2023 and will certainly give
them a massive revenue boost and potentially a
competitive advantage”.

Manchester United (€2.9 billion) and
Barcelona (€2.8 billion) rounded out the podi-
um, with Bayern Munich fourth and Liverpool
fifth (€2.556 billion). Of the 32 most valuable
clubs, only four (Ajax, Galatasaray, Porto and
Benfica) are from out the big five European
leagues of England, Spain, Germany, Italy and
France. Ten of the top 32 are English, at a time
when Premier League sides are dominating in
Europe.

“What is pushing English clubs towards
increased continental glory is their success on
the financial side,” the report acknowledges.
“The Premier League’s aggregate operating
revenues of 5.1 billion euros put them comfort-
ably at the top,” while “what really sets them
apart are highly remunerative broadcasting
agreements”.

Paris Saint-Germain boast the highest overall
growth in value over the seven years since the
first Football Benchmark report, up 153 percent
to now more than two billion euros. Above all,
the report added, football is showing signs that
the downturn caused by COVID is over. “Last
year’s financial results still bear the negative
impacts of COVID-19, while the past several
months reflect solid signs of football returning
to normal, most notably with crowds back in
stadia and with continued robust demand from
sponsors and investors.”  —AFP

LIVERPOOL: “We are not here by any kind of mag-
ic,” said Jurgen Klopp of Liverpool’s third appear-
ance in a Champions League final in five years. “We
deserve this.” Real Madrid stand in the Reds’ way at
the Stade de France on Saturday, just as they did
four years ago in the first of Liverpool’s European
Cup finals under their German guru.

The 3-1 defeat that night in Kyiv as a result of two
goalkeeping errors from Loris Karius, having lost
star man Mohamed Salah early on to a dislocated
shoulder, might have broken other sides. “This was a
harsh night for us,” Klopp reflected on Wednesday.
Instead, a year later, the Reds were back on the
biggest stage to right those wrongs by beating
Tottenham in Madrid to lift a sixth European Cup.

Since then Klopp has also ended Liverpool’s 30-
year wait to win a league title, in 2020. “If I sit here
in four years, I am pretty confident we will have one
title,” Klopp said when he first arrived as Liverpool
manager. Seven years on, they are on the verge of
winning three trophies in one season - and it could
have been four.

Saturday’s final will be their 63rd game of the
campaign, having reached the final of every competi-

tion. The League Cup and FA Cup are already back
in the Anfield trophy room, but Manchester City held
off Liverpool’s charge since the turn of the year to
win a thrilling Premier League title race on Sunday.
“Without the Champions League it would be a great
season. With the Champions League it would be a
fantastic season,” Klopp said.

‘Special man ‘
Credit for Liverpool’s sustained success has been

shared around. The club’s outgoing sporting director,
Michael Edwards, has been lauded for near-faultless
recruitment in the transfer market. Klopp has wel-
comed in a series of experts from throw-in coaches
to neuroscientists to help his players take penalties
in pursuit of marginal gains. But it is his mix of tacti-
cal acumen, man-management and cult of personality
that has transformed a sleeping giant struggling just
to qualify for the Champions League back into a
European superpower.

“The players deserve unbelievable credit, but it is
all down to that man. Liverpool have a very, very
special man at the top of their club,” said former
Liverpool defender Jamie Carragher. “What he has

created right through this club is the standard that
he expects, that spirit, that mentality. He is just an
absolute revelation.”

Klopp has six major honors to his name as
Liverpool boss. That tally would be much higher had
he not been up against Pep Guardiola’s Manchester
City, backed by the state wealth of Abu Dhabi.
Liverpool have posted three of the highest nine
points tallies in Premier League history in the past
four years for the reward of just one title as City
have twice edged them by a solitary point. The Reds’
lesser resources mean Klopp has needed to drain
every ounce of effort from his squad just to keep up.

“After the Champions League final (in Madrid), I
said it wouldn’t be possible to win it without the
manager,” said Liverpool captain Jordan Henderson.
“I felt from day one he came in the door he changed
everything and we have all followed him.”

Luckily for the Liverpool support there is much
more to come. Against prior expectation, Klopp
extended his contract to 2026 last month, which
would take his stay at Anfield beyond a decade.
Aston Villa manager and former Liverpool captain
Steven Gerrard has long been tipped as a possible

successor. But even he urged the Liverpool support
to enjoy the ride under Klopp as long as it lasts.
“Liverpool fans should enjoy Jurgen Klopp,” said
Gerrard. “I think he’s one in a million - he’s that
good.”  —AFP

‘One in a million’ Klopp makes
Liverpool European giant again

LIVERPOOL: Liverpool’s German manager Jurgen Klopp
drinks from a mug with the words ‘The Normal One’
written on it during a press conference at their training
ground on May 25, 2022.  —AFP

Harmony reigns as
Ancelotti and Real a
winning combination
MADRID: Even Carlo Ancelotti, the calm and
carefree Italian, whose return to Real Madrid
has been as harmonious as it has been success-
ful , wil l  get the j i tters before Saturday’s
Champions League final against Liverpool. No
manager has reached as many Champions
League finals as Ancelotti’s five, with the 62-
year-old winning three of his previous four, the
first with AC Milan almost two decades ago,
back in 2003.

But experience has not made the build-up to
the biggest games any easier. “The most stress-
ful moment is always in the three or four hours
before the game. It’s a physical thing and I’ve
struggled with it  a bit  more this season,”
Ancelotti said at a press conference on Tuesday,
a smile coming across his face. “There is a lot of
sweating, the heart beats faster and those nega-
tive thoughts creep in. Believe me, there is no
tablet or medicine you can take. You just have to
put up with it.”

As Ancelotti spoke, journalists laughed and
short ly  a f ter, the  p layers  laughed too ,
Ancelotti beginning his training session at
Valdebebas with a short speech, the squad
huddled round, applauding as it finished. “For
now it’s about enjoying it,” said Ancelotti. “We
are calm, they are calm. Everyone is happy,
there is a good atmosphere. “As we get closer
to the match there will be all the other things,
some nerves, which is all very normal. Today
it’s just about really looking forward to playing
in another final.”

Ancelotti’s ability to manage and motivate

players means his tactical nous perhaps get
overlooked. Real Madrid won La Liga with four
games to spare, finishing 13 points ahead of
Barcelona. In the early months, Ancelotti suc-
cessfully fixed Madrid’s defense, which had been
ripped apart after the departures of Sergio
Ramos and Raphael Varane.

‘Motorbike’ Vinicius
He found a way of playing that unleashed

Vinicius Junior, the 21-year-old Brazilian, who he
said had “a motorbike in his boots” and who this
season has been one of the deadliest forwards in
the world. He unashamedly played deeper, which
suited Vinicius and Karim Benzema on the break,
and accommodated a classy but ageing midfield.

“(Jurgen) Klopp and (Thomas) Tuchel, the
German school of tactics, they have brought
more intensity in recent years,” Ancelotti said.
“I don’t think I’m from an older generation, I
watch the changes in football, what is happen-
ing and what will happen next. But the most
important thing is the characteristics of the
players you have. It’s about what’s in front of
you, not what’s in your head. You can’t press
with a striker who is fat.”

Yet Real Madrid’s success this season has
come less from the system or the style than
Ancelotti’s connection with the players. Every
controversy has come and gone, the player and
team always put ahead of his own ego and repu-
tation. When Toni Kroos showed his frustration
at being substituted, Ancelotti said “he got
annoyed with the manager not the man”. When
Real Madrid were thrashed at home by
Barcelona, he said: “We have to keep perspec-
tive, we can’t lose our heads.” Even the sidelin-
ing of Eden Hazard and Gareth Bale has hap-
pened without fuss.

‘Not a single mess this season’
During the semifinal against Manchester City,

Kroos said Ancelotti asked the veteran players
for advice about substitutions in extra time.
“That describes perfectly the manager he is and
why he works so well with this team,” Kroos
said. “I haven’t had a single mess this season,”
said Ancelotti.

Ancelotti’s arrival last year came as a surprise,
not least to Real Madrid. The decision came
after a chance conversation between Ancelotti
and the club’s president Florentino Perez. For
Madrid, it was a safe appointment, a coach for
the short-term who could be hired easily and,
perhaps, fired without too much trouble.

For Ancelotti, it was an unexpected and ,
probably, final chance to work at the very high-
est level. For club and coach, it has gone much
better than expected, a La Liga title already in
the bag and now a 14th European Cup in sight. “I
knew about the quality of these players but what
has surprised me is how they have kept their
seriousness, their humility and professionalism,”
said Ancelotti. “Players who have made history
haven’t changed, that’s impressive.”  —AFP

Liverpool’s Diaz from
indigenous community
that breeds ‘toughness’
BARRANCAS, Colombia: Running around bare-
footed on a dust bowl of a pitch, a young indige-
nous Colombian began kicking a ball more than
20 years ago. Now that boy, Luis Diaz, is on the
verge of becoming champion of Europe with
Liverpool. In the town of Barrancas, where almost
half the population is from the Wayuu indigenous
community, everyone remembers how the timid
“Luisfer” would never get tired.

Liverpool’s newest star emerged from this
desert outback in the northern La Guajira depart-
ment that borders the Caribbean Sea to the north-
west and Venezuela to the southeast, to become a
national phenomenon. From a young age, Diaz,
whose father Luis Manuel was a coach at the only
football school in the small town of 38,000, stood
out for his speed, toughness and ability to weave
around opponents with the ball at his feet.

In just four months since Liverpool signed Diaz
for an initial 45 million euros ($48.1 million) from
Portugal’s Porto, he has taken English football by

storm. With six goals in 25 matches for the Reds,
he has already helped his new side lift the League
Cup, FA Cup and reach the Champions League
final against Real Madrid on Saturday. For his
uncle Yelkis Diaz, the winger’s success is down to
his indigenous Wayuu “tradition”. The impover-
ished community’s “transport is walking, jogging
... running,” he told AFP.

‘Almost impossible’ conditions
Thousands of miles away from England, Diaz’s

family and friends watch excitedly whenever he
gallops down the wing for Liverpool. It is the first
time an indigenous Colombian has reached foot-
ball’s elite in a country whose greatest sports
stars generally come from the Afro-Colombian
community on the Pacific coast and whose
indigenous population amounts to just 4.4 per-
cent of the 50 million.

Young people in Barrancas have few options
outside of working for multinationals exploiting
the neighboring El Cerrejon, the largest open air
coal mine in Latin America. The dreamers imagine
themselves playing football or Vallenato folk
music. Diaz would often walk onto the town pitch
in his bare feet and wearing the jersey of the local
Club Barrio Lleras that his father used to play for.

Playing in “almost impossible” conditions was

what forged his talent, says his uncle. “Running
and controlling a ball where there are stones,
holes, earth” is not easy and many have given up
the dream. La Guajira is the poorest department
in Colombia with more than two thirds of the
population living in poverty. More than 5,000
children have died of hunger there in the last
decade, according to the main indigenous
organization.

When he returns home, Diaz kicks off his shoes
for a nostalgic feel of his native earth. He was last
home in July 2021, welcomed by the entire town,
following his starring role at the Copa America in
which he finished as joint top goalscorer along-
side global superstar Lionel Messi. In a recent
interview, Diaz said his style of play shows “my
roots, where I grew up”.

In 2015, the Wayuu community took part in
Colombia’s first ever indigenous football tourna-
ment. Colombian great Carlos Valderrama was in
the stands to spot the talent he would pick for an
indigenous team to represent Colombia in a con-
tinental tournament in Chile. Diaz and his best
friend Daniel Bolivar, an attacking midfielder,
made the team and would be its stars. “In these
villages so lost to sport,” impressing Valderrama
“was something that really motivated us,” said
Bolivar. —AFP

MADRID: Real Madrid’s Italian coach Carlo Ancelotti
heads a training session at the Ciudad Real Madrid in
the suburb of Valdebebas during the club’s Media Day
on May 24, 2022. —AFP


