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Photo of the day

Mohammad Al Attar, Red Bull Parkour Athlete during a photo-shoot in Kuwait. —www.redbull.com 

FRENCH LEAGUE PREVIEW  

PARIS: After a week in which the national team’s qualification for the
World Cup provided a huge boost to French football, Paris Saint-
Germain will bid to extend their long unbeaten run as Ligue 1 returns.
The capital club, who come into the weekend four points clear of Lille at
the top of the table, travel to Champagne country to face Reims today
afternoon. They have a score to settle with Hubert Fournier’s side after
losing 1-0 at the Stade Auguste-Delaune last season, although remark-
ably they have not lost in the league since that match on March 2, a run
of 24 games. Indeed, the capital club have not lost any of their 18
matches in all competitions this season, but today’s opponents are in
formidable form themselves.

Reims have lost just once in 13 matches, a run that has seen them
beat Lille, Lyon and Marseille, and draw with Monaco, while they also
knocked the principality club out of the League Cup. They come into
the weekend in sixth position and Fournier is hoping his side can spring
another surprise. “We need to make sure we have no regrets at the end
of the game,” he said.  “If a little window opens, we need to enter it. We
must believe we can cause an upset.” Their chances of doing so may be
helped by the fact PSG’s preparations have been hindered by the late
return from international duty of numerous players.

Record signing Edinson Cavani was not due to return to France until
Friday morning after helping Uruguay qualify for the World Cup in a
play-off against Jordan and coach Laurent Blanc admitted that he is
likely to be rested. While some members of his squad-including Blaise
Matuidi, who helped France beat Ukraine in remarkable fashion in their
decisive World Cup play-off will be on a high, others had a less enjoy-
able experience playing for their countries.

That was the case for Zlatan Ibrahimovic, whose Sweden side missed
out on a place in Brazil after losing to Portugal. “I would have been hap-
pier had Zlatan qualified for the World Cup with Sweden, (but) now we
need to try to fulfill our objectives at club level, and I know that Zlatan’s
personal aims are high. That will help ease his disappointment,” Blanc
said. “You can expect changes to the team,” he added. “(But) those who
have stayed here during the international break do not necessarily have
a greater chance of playing the next game.”

Conditions are likely to be tricky, with temperatures in France having
plummeted in recent days, and Blanc is not taking anything for granted.
“They will be especially motivated and we expect a difficult game. We
have not been able to prepare in the best possible manner. “I am afraid
of them, just as I am afraid of any team. Another thing that concerns me
at the moment is the weather because pitches are not going to be in
great condition. Our philosophy is based on playing football, and to do
that we need a good pitch.” 

Elsewhere, second-placed Lille entertain Toulouse tomorrow look-
ing to extend a run of eight games without losing or even conceding a
goal, while Nantes, in fourth, face third-placed Monaco. Two of France’s
most famous clubs, both were promoted back to Ligue 1 in the sum-
mer, but while big-spending Monaco were expected to compete near
the top of the table, Nantes have surprised observers with their impres-
sive form. Les Canaris have lost just once in seven outings and a win will
see them leapfrog Monaco on goal difference, with Claudio Ranieri’s
men having won just one of their last four. — AFP 

PSG put record
to test as French
ride crest of wave

MILAN: Under-strength Juventus expect to wel-
come defender Giorgio Chiellini back from injury
ahead an away trip to Livorno that could hand the
champions top spot, albeit momentarily, in Italy’s
Serie A.  Two consecutive draws by Roma in the
leaders’ last two outings have given Juventus, in
second only one point behind, plenty of incentive
ahead of the Bianconeri’s trip to Tuscany.

Chiellini, who grew up in Livorno and made his
professional debut with the side, had been side-
lined with a muscle problem since before Juve’s 3-
0 rout of Napoli prior to the international break. His
return is being welcomed as Juve undergo a mini
crisis in defense with Angelo Ogbonna and
Leonardo Bonucci both suspended and Andrea
Barzagli likely to be sidelined due to a muscle
problem. Chiellini could be called upon to move
from his regular left-back position to the centre of
a back three, but the 29-year-old said: “It doesn’t

make any difference to me. I’m fit and I’m ready to
play.” Juventus are still without Swiss wing-back
Stephan Lichsteiner due to injury and lost Chilean
Mauricio Isla on Thursday due to a knee ligament
problem. Roma, whose record streak of 10 open-
ing wins in Serie A came to an end three weeks
ago, are in action late on Sunday and, on paper,
are tipped to get back to winning ways at home to
struggling Cagliari. French international Anthony
Reveillere, meanwhile, could make his debut for
Napoli when they look to close the gap later.

Reveillere signed for Napoli recently after his
contract with French side Lyon expired, leaving
him a free agent. Having worked under Napoli
coach Rafael Benitez during a brief spell at Valencia
in 2003, the 34-year-old defender is champing at
the bit.  “I am at a club which is among the elite in
Italy and regularly plays Champions League foot-
ball,” said Reveillere. “I had other offers on the

table but when the call came from Napoli I
couldn’t turn it down. It’s also because of Benitez,
he loves to work on the tactical side of the game
and we had a good working relationship at
Valencia.” 

Under-fire AC Milan welcome Genoa to the San
Siro in today’s other late game hoping to claim
their first win since a 1-0 defeat of Udinese over a
month ago. Since then, Massimiliano Allegri’s side
have taken only two points from their past four
games and now sit 15 points behind Napoli and
the final Champions League qualifying place.
Fingers have been pointed at star striker Mario
Balotelli but despite failing to score a league goal
since Milan’s 2-1 home defeat to Napoli two
months ago, he was unrepentive.

“For the last four or five games I haven’t scored
and things are not going so well,” said Balotelli,
who last scored for Milan in a 1-1 Champions

League draw at Ajax on October 1. “But the goals
will come sooner or later.” City rivals Inter Milan,
who sit three points adrift of Napoli, travel to
Bologna looking to avoid any slip-ups that could
benefit Fiorentina, who sit one place and one
point further adrift ahead of a tricky trip away to
Udinese.  

Struggling Sampdoria, meanwhile, hope to
relaunch their season under new coach and former
player Sinisa Mihajlovic, who takes charge in time
to welcome another of his former clubs, Lazio, to
Genoa. “To the players I say, don’t ask what the
club can do for you, but what you can do for the
club,” Mihajlovic, who quit as Serbia coach on
Wednesday, said at his official unveiling. “I had the
offer of a lengthy contract to coach Serbia but
instead I chose a six-month deal at Sampdoria
because the club helped me to become what I am
today.” — AFP 
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Under-strength Juve look to seize top spot

MADRID: Injury-ravaged Barcelona
could be without seven first-team
players as they look to consolidate
their position at the top of La Liga at
home to Granada today. The Catalans
will begin a run of eight games across
three competitions before Christmas
without four-time World Player of the
Year Lionel Messi after he tore his left
hamstring in Barca’s last outing away
to Real Betis a fortnight ago.  Barca’s
injury crisis has deepened since then
as goalkeeper Victor Valdes will also
miss the rest of the year after ruptur-
ing a calf muscle in Spain’s 1-0 friend-
ly defeat to South Africa in midweek.

Right-back Dani Alves also
returned from international duty with
a calf problem that will see him side-
lined for up to 10 days, whilst Gerard
Pique, Cesc Fabregas and Xavi

Hernandez are doubts and Jordi Alba
remains out injured.  Valdes’ absence
means that 38-year-old stopper Jose
Manuel Pinto will start in goal for the
next six weeks. And defender Javier
Mascherano is confident Pinto’s expe-
rience will be key in deputising for the
on-form Valdes. “The injuries to Victor
and Leo are very important, but every
player is able to play,” he said on
Thursday.

“The squad is very big. Valdes is
important for what he represents and
for the excellent level he has had until
now. But we have to support Pinto, he
has always responded when he has
needed to. “He is a keeper with a lot
of experience. We cannot forget that
he has won two Copa del Reys and
had very good performances.” With
such a raft of injuries, coach Gerardo

Martino may be forced to hand 21-
year-old Sergi Roberto his first start of
the season in midfield.  Neymar,
meanwhile, will carry the significant
burden of compensating for the loss
of Messi in attack.

Should Barca slip up at the Camp
Nou on league duty for the first time in
over a year, Real Madrid will be confi-
dent of cutting their six-point deficit on
the leaders when they travel to
Almeria. Los Blancos will be able to
unleash the on-fire Cristiano Ronaldo
fresh from his hat-trick that sealed
Portugal’s place in the World Cup with
a 3-2 win over Sweden in midweek. “It
has been a very intense few days with
our national teams, but we have two
days in front of us to prepare in the
best way possible for the next game,”
Ronaldo told Madrid’s website. — AFP

Barcelona begin vital run 
without Messi and Valdes


