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MOSCOW: Russian football authorities
yesterday downplayed a banana-throw-
ing incident at the Champions League
match between Rostov and PSV
Eindhoven, despite it coming as the
club served a punishment for racist
abuse. The problem of widespread
racism in Russian football is under the
microscope as the country gears up to
host the 2018 World Cup and the
authorities are often accused of turning

a blind eye to the issue.  
Television footage from the 2-2 draw

in the World Cup host city showed a
banana thrown onto the pitch mid-way
through the first half, R-Sport news
agency reported. The game was already
being played in a partially closed stadi-
um after European governing body
UEFA sanctioned Rostov for fan racism
at a home game against Dutch side Ajax
in August. “I think the incident in Rostov

is unique and that this will not repeat
itself in the future,” Alexei Sorokin, the
head of Russia’s World Cup organizing
committee, told TASS news agency. “We
follow this issue along with the Russian
Football Union (RFU) but it is obviously
impossible to screen every person in the
stands.”

It remains unclear if any disciplinary
measures will be taken. FIFA came
under fire this week for disbanding its

racism task force after claiming the
body’s mission had been accomplished.
FIFA secretary general Fatma Samoura
said Monday that Russian authorities
had been “very receptive to diversity
and battling discrimination” in talks she
had with them. Racist incidents-includ-
ing insults and monkey chants-are com-
monplace at football matches in Russia
and a string of other European coun-
tries. —AFP

Banana-throwing mars PSV clash in Russia

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s risk-versus-reward approach under
Pep Guardiola was summed up in one passage of play during a
Champions League match against Celtic. With two opponents closing
in, City goalkeeper Claudio Bravo coolly slid a pass between them to
midfielder Fernandinho on the edge of the area. Pressured by two
more hounding Celtic players, Fernandinho produced a Cruyff turn to
create space for himself and burst upfield. Just like that, Celtic was
opened up and City was launching another attack. Guardiola acknowl-
edges his possession-based style is fraught with danger but it’s been
getting results, with City making its best-ever start to a season in win-
ning 10 straight games and scoring 30 goals in the process. It sparked
talk of City winning the Premier League at a canter.

However, a 3-3 draw at Celtic on Wednesday that ended City’s win-
ning run exposed potential fallibilities in Guardiola’s side. Bravely
standing toe-to-toe with City, Celtic pressed high, hassled relentlessly
and looked to outmuscle City’s ball-playing defenders. It worked, with
City enduring an uncomfortable night at atmospheric Parkhead, espe-
cially at the back. Sitting deep against City and attempting to soak up
pressure has got teams nowhere so far. Celtic has shown fellow sides
the blueprint to trouble Guardiola’s side: Take them on. As it happens,
Tottenham - one of the best proponents of a high-energy, high-inten-
sity pressing game - is City’s next opponent in the standout match of
the Premier League this weekend. It’s first vs. second in the standings,
a meeting between two unbeaten teams. Tottenham will know Bravo
isn’t great under the high ball and takes risks with the ball at his feet.
They’ll know the likely center-back pairing of John Stones and Nicolas
Otamendi can be brittle.  And they’ll know the absence of injured play-
maker Kevin De Bruyne takes some creativity out of City’s side.

Tottenham beat City home and away last season but it will be a
huge task to stop the new-look City juggernaut. Guardiola has got City
operating at previously unseen levels. The team’s biggest problem
under his predecessor as manager, Manuel Pellegrini, was its work
rate. But under Guardiola, City is second behind Liverpool in the “dis-

tance covered” category, according to sports data company Opta.
Dropping Yaya Toure has helped City in this regard.

Guardiola is getting the best out of winger Raheem Sterling, who
was a disappointment last season after signing for $76 million, by giv-
ing him self-belief and playing to his strengths by getting him one-on-
one with defenders as much as possible. He has five goals already.
Likewise, Aleksandar Kolarov is looking like a different player under
Guardiola, who has even turned the Serbia left back into a ball-playing
center back - with mixed results. Playmaker David Silva looks liberated
now that he is playing more centrally. Then there’s Sergio Aguero, a
scorer of 11 goals in seven games this season. Guardiola is still asking
for more from the striker, saying he has to work harder when City isn’t
in possession to help the team. That sums up Guardiola’s demanding
approach. As does his removal from the first team of goalkeeper Joe
Hart and Toure, who were mainstays for the past six years. They didn’t
fit his philosophy - Hart for his poor footwork and Toure for his lack of
intensity in midfield - so they’ve been banished. “I want to have con-
trol,” Guardiola said after City beat Manchester United 2-1 this month.
He was talking about his ball-possession but he could so easily have
been referring to his grip on the squad. Here are some other things to
look out for this weekend before the Premier League has a two-week
break for international matches:

Walcott’s revival
Theo Walcott’s future at Arsenal looked bleak after a disappointing

last season when he was mostly used off the bench and lost his place
in the England squad. Now it appears he’s back to his best. Walcott has
started all of Arsenal’s league games, and has scored four goals in his
last three games ahead of Sunday’s match at Burnley. The pacey
winger credits his improved form to a chat he had with manager
Arsene Wenger during the offseason. “I want it more than anyone
else,” Walcott said. Arsenal is unbeaten in eight games since losing to
Liverpool on the opening weekend. —AP

City risk-vs-reward style 
paying off for Guardiola

Higuain’s move 
may be a blessing 
in disguise 

MILAN: Napoli’s free-scoring, unbeaten start to the season
has suggested that the departure of prolific forward
Gonzalo Higuain, viewed as a crushing blow at the time,
could have been a blessing in disguise. Maurizio Sarri’s
team have blasted 20 goals in their first eight games this
season and turned on the style again on Wednesday as
they thumped Portuguese champions Benfica, also previ-
ously unbeaten, 4-2 in the Champions League. Higuain
scored a Serie A record of 36 goals as he led Napoli to sec-
ond place last season but the club reluctantly let him go
when Juventus triggered a 90 million euro ($100.96 million)
buyout clause in his contract.

Napoli fans were furious at the time and even on
Wednesday night, toilet rolls were being sold outside the
San Paolo stadium with Higuain’s photograph on the pack-
aging. But on the field, Napoli’s football has been flowing
and, rather than depending on one player, the goals have
been shared between Arkadiusz Milik (seven), Jose Callejon
(five), Dries Mertens (four), Marek Hamsik (three) and
Manolo Gabbiadini (one). “We have changed a few things
in the final 25 metres of the pitch, partly to respect the
characteristics of our central forwards who are different to
Higuain,” said Sarri. “The wide players have also changed
their role.” It may be for the better.

For all his goals and ruthless finishing, Higuain, an out-
and-out striker who can safely be described as an old-fash-
ioned number nine, gives the impression of being a difficult
team mate. There was often a sense that Napoli’s players
always felt obliged to pass to him, an idea reinforced by his
angry reactions when they failed to do so. He also has a
reputation for cracking under pressure, most notably when
he missed a penalty against Lazio two seasons ago which
could have taken Napoli into the Champions League. Over
at Juventus, Higuain has scored five goals this season but
while he has continued to flourish, Paulo Dybala, excellent
last season, has struggled to get into gear, finally getting
off the mark against Dinamo Zagreb on Tuesday. —Reuters

GLASGOW: Manchester City’s German midfielder Ilkay Gundogan (center) attempts a shot on goal during the
UEFA Champions League Group C football match between Celtic and Manchester City at Celtic Park stadium in
Glasgow, Scotland on September 28, 2016. —AFP
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Asia brings in extra 
referees for the 

goalmouth incidents
NEW DELHI: Asia’s football body said yesterday it would use extra
referees to help stamp out goalmouth controversies in its top com-
petitions, falling into line with Europe. The additional assistant ref-
erees will patrol each goal area, helping out with the goal line,
penalty and offside decisions that can be critical to a game’s out-
come. They will be used from the quarter-finals of next year’s AFC
Champions League and AFC Cup, and also at the national-level
Asian Cup in the United Arab Emirates in 2019. An Asian Football
Confederation statement said the assistants would “give referees
additional support when a decision has to be taken around the
penalty area, to help make decisions on the goal line and assist in
making offside decisions”.

It follows a steady flow of incidents, including Japan’s disal-
lowed goal in this month’s 2-1 World Cup qualifying loss to UAE,
when the ball clearly crossed the line. Competitions organized by
European body UEFA already have extra referees watching the
goal, and World Cups and European Championships also employ
goal line technology. —AFP


