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PRESTON: Manchester United’s Dutch manager Louis van Gaal (center) leaves the pitch with his players in
this file photo. —AFP

SWANSEA: Robin van Persie is expected to
return to the squad as Manchester United aim
to extend their unbeaten run to eight matches
in all competitions when they face Swansea
today.

Netherlands striker van Persie missed
United’s 3-1 FA Cup fifth round victory over
Preston North End with an unspecified minor
injury, but manager Louis van Gaal confirmed
his compatriot is expected to be fit for the
Premier League fixture at the Liberty Stadium.

If van Gaal decides to recall van Persie, who
is United’s top scorer with 10 league goals so
far this season, it is most likely to be at the
expense of Radamel Falcao.

The Colombia forward has struggled to find
consistent form since moving to Old Trafford
on a season-long loan from Monaco in
September.

He was replaced by Ashley Young after 60
minutes during Monday’s match at Preston
and United improved significantly after the
substitution and tactical switch.

That victory meant United have now lost
just once in 19 matches and Young attributes
the recent success to a strong bond within the

dressing room. “The club has always had great
spirit. I’ve seen that since I’ve been here,”
Young said. “All the boys in the dressing room
are fighting for each other and when you have
that off the pitch you take it on to the pitch.

“It’s one of the qualities we have as a team.
It’s a team sport and we always go out and play
as a team. “We showed that on Monday night
from the first minute to the last and in the way
we came back into the game and won it.”

Van Gaal has already had his nose bloodied
by Swansea during his brief United career. The
Welsh club enjoyed a 1-0 victory at Old Trafford
on the opening day of the season, courtesy of
Gylfi Sigurdsson’s goal.

However, the Icelandic midfielder
believes van Gaal’s team are a different
proposition now. “While it was a fantastic
result at Old Trafford for us, United are differ-
ent now,” Sigurdsson said.

“They are more settled and are winning
games and grinding out results - like we saw
at Preston in the FA Cup on Monday. “They’ve
found their rhythm and have some great for-
ward players who can turn games around.
“And at the back they’ve got quality in (goal-

keeper) David de Gea, who is having a fantas-
tic season.”

Swansea have won just once in the
Premier League since Boxing Day and Garry
Monk’s side have slipped to ninth in the
table.

But Sigurdsson is available again, having
served a three-match ban after being sent off
at Blackburn in the FA Cup fourth round.

And the former Tottenham midfielder, 25,
is desperate to make amends with a strong
performance against third-placed United.

“We have got to get better if we want to
get a result against them. We lost a bit of
form after Christmas but I’m confident we will
bounce back,” Sigurdsson said.

“It has been frustrating for the boys too
because we haven’t got the results we want-
ed. But you go through these types of patches
in the season when things don’t go your way.

“We need to turn it around and a win
against United would certainly do that. “We
beat them on the opening day of the season
and it was a great start for us. We went on a
good run after that and we’ll look to do the
same this time around.” —AFP

Van Persie set to add 
to United’s firepower

Walcott encouraged 
by fast starts

LONDON: Theo Walcott believes Arsenal’s first-half form has been
the key to the club’s change in fortunes since the turn of the year.

Arsene Wenger’s side travel to face Crystal Palace on Saturday
looking for their eighth victory in nine games since the defeat at
Southampton on New Year’s Day.

That run, blemished only by defeat at Tottenham two weeks
ago, has fired up the Gunners’ top four challenge and earned an
FA Cup quarter-final meeting with Manchester United.

A feature of Arsenal’s recent form has been their ability to con-
jure an early goal that has allowed them to take a grip on the
game.

Last weekend it was a double strike from Olivier Giroud mid-
way during the first half that effectively killed off Championship
club Middlesbrough in the FA Cup fifth round.

And England winger Walcott maintains Arsenal’s ability to work
up an early head of steam has helped generate belief within the
side.

“The confidence has come from the way we are starting
games,” Walcott said. “The manager has put in our heads that we
need to start well, particularly from the front and pressure the ball
well.

“You need the fans behind you so getting that early goal settles
them and the players down. “We have maybe been working a lot
harder in training. I don’t know if that’s the reason, but everyone
relates to each other and knows their weaknesses and positives. It
is working well.”

Walcott credits the improvements made at the back with help-
ing move Wenger’s side up to fifth place, a point behind fourth-
placed Southampton going into the latest round of matches.

“Keeping clean sheets will mean we win games because we
always know we are going to score goals and we’ve continued to
do that in recent weeks,” he said. “Things are paying off for us at
the moment so we just need to make sure we take it into the next
few weeks.”

Wenger’s team will be boosted by the return of England mid-
fielder Jack Wilshere for the trip to Selhurst Park. Wilshere returned
to full training last week after damaging ankle ligaments against
Manchester United in November and is expected to take a place
on the bench.

But Aaron Ramsey, Mikel Arteta and Mathieu Debuchy are out,
while Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain, Mathieu Flamini and Hector
Bellerin are doubtful.

Palace have been revived since the arrival of Alan Pardew, los-
ing just one  of five Premier League games since the former
Newcastle manager took charge. Last weekend’s FA Cup defeat at
home to Liverpool ensured the club’s remaining target is to build
on their recent run and secure a mid-table finish. Palace striker
Marouane Chamakh will have an added incentive to do well
against his former club after a disappointing stay at the Emirates
Stadium.

Pardew believes the Morocco international has benefitted from
being given a more prominent role at his new club and said: “I
think he’s grown in confidence and sometimes only games can do
that for you. “You know he was in and out at Arsenal, it’s a difficult
club to break through. For players like Chamakh, sometimes it’s
best to move away and find yourself and he has found himself and
he’s an asset to us.”

Palace forward Yaya Sanogo, on loan from Arsenal, is ineligible
to face his parent club and having lost Yannick Bolasie and Mile
Jedinak to extended international duty last month, Pardew admits
he has not yet had the opportunity to field his strongest side.

“We’ve not actually got it all together and I don’t think this
weekend we will because we’re not quite there,” Pardew said.
“This is a bonus game for us in a way because no one will expect
us to get anything outside of Crystal Palace.” —AFP

MANCHESTER:  Sergio Aguero says Manchester City won’t
surrender in the race to catch Premier League leaders Chelsea
because they know what it takes to snatch the title at the
death. Second-placed City could be 10 points behind leaders
Chelsea when they kick-off against Newcastle at 1730 GMT
on Saturday because Jose Mourinho’s team will already have
finished their match against Burnley at Stamford Bridge earli-
er in the day.

Aguero memorably scored in stoppage-time against
QPR on the last day of the 2011-12 season to earn City
the Premier League title. And with 13 matches still to
play the Argentina striker says Manuel Pellegrini’s cham-

pions will continue to fight.
“I believe this will be one of the most highly contested

Premier Leagues of recent years and we will be giving every-
thing to retain our title,” Aguero said. “Why not? We were
worse off in past seasons we still won and I was always con-
vinced we’d be champions.

“There is a long way to go and a lot of games to play so
anything is possible. Right now, it’s anyone’s title and it’s not
just two sides competing there are many teams that are still
in the hunt.

“Arsenal and Manchester United are back on their feet,
Southampton are not far behind and Liverpool and Spurs

have all shown good form, too.”
City have managed to keep pace with Chelsea despite

being without Aguero for six weeks after their top-scorer suf-
fered a knee injury.

Fellow forwards Edin Dzeko and Stevan Jovetic are also
back in action, while January signing Wilfried Bony is in line to
make his debut after his January move from Swansea.

“Now we are back to full strength and we have also added
to our squad,” Aguero said. “Bony is a valuable addition to
bolster our ranks for the final months of the season. “We have
a lot of quality in our team which makes things very competi-
tive and it will remain that way.” —AFP

City won’t surrender title, warns Aguero


