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BERLIN: Borussia Dortmund’s teenage stars Ousmane
Dembele and Christian Pulisic will be in the spotlight in
today’s 150th Ruhr Valley at bitter Bundesliga rivals Schalke 04
in Germany’s top derby.  Both Dortmund and Schalke will be
heavily stacked with the German league’s top young talent at
Gelsenkirchen’s Veltins Arena.

“In the category of 18-22 year olds, we are at the front in
Europe,” boasted Borussia’s CEO Hans-Joachim Watzke. Under
coach Thomas Tuchel, Dortmund are nurturing the likes of
Germany’s 21-year-old defensive midfielder Julian Weigl.
Teenager forwards Dembele, 19, and Pulisic, still just 18, have
attracted interest from Europe’s top clubs.

“Age doesn’t play a role as far as our trainer is concerned,”
said Dembele. “It comes down to ambition, commitment and
a fighting spirit,” is how Schalke’s captain, World Cup winner
Benedikt Hoewedes, sums up the clash. Such is his desire to
help Schalke that Hoewedes, 29, has delayed surgery on a
groin injury until June. Dortmund striker Pierre-Emerick
Aubameyang, the league’s top scorer with 23 goals this sea-
son, loves scoring in the derby and has netted in four of the
five games he has started against Schalke.

Aubameyang is locked in a battle with Bayern Munich’s
Robert Lewandowski and Cologne’s Anthony Modeste to be
the league’s top scorer, and has scored nine goals in his last six
games for Dortmund. Likewise, Schalke will rely on their tal-
ented youngsters defender Sead Kolasinac (23), play-maker
Max Meyer (21) and defender Thilo Kehrer (20). “It’s unbeliev-
able how successful our youth academy is,” said sports direc-
tor Christian Heidel, with all three having rise through
Schalke’s ranks.

No love lost 
In the last ten years, Schalke’s academy has produced cur-

rent Germany stars Hoewedes, Manuel Neuer, Mesut Ozil and
Julian Draxler. The neighboring cities of Dortmund and
Gelsenkirchen, the home of Schalke, are just 50 kilometers
apart, and there is no love lost. Schalke, who are up to tenth last
beat Dortmund in September 2014, but are desperate to cap a
third straight league win by beating their old rivals.

Dortmund are third, a huge 16 points behind leaders Bayern
Munich, and face Schalke at the start of a busy period with nine
games to play in April including Champions League quarter-
finals against Monaco. Bayern are home to Augsburg on
Saturday with Carlo Ancelotti’s side missing defender Javi
Martinez with suspension. The Bavarian giants are unbeaten in
their last 19 games in all competitions and are 13 points clear at
the top of the table.

Like Dortmund, Bayern are embarking on a busy April sched-
ule with nine games including home and away Champions
League clashes against Real Madrid. Ancelotti is sure to rotate in
Augsburg, as they face fourth-placed Hoffenheim away next
Tuesday before hosting Borussia Dortmund, the only
Bundesliga team to beat them this season a week on Saturday.

Second-placed RB Leipzig host bottom side Darmstadt on
Saturday hoping to bounce back after straight defeats to strug-
glers Wolfsburg and Werder Bremen leave them with just seven
points from their last seven games. Top-scorer Timo Werner is
injured after tearing a thigh muscle on his Germany debut in
the win over England. Guinea midfielder Naby Keita should fea-
ture despite having regained fitness after suffering a circulatory
collapse a fortnight ago. —AFP

SAINT-DENIS: France’s midfielder Tiemoue Bakayoko (L) and France’s forward Ousmane Dembele warm up
ahead of the friendly football match France vs Spain on March 28, 2017 at the Stade de France stadium. —AFP

Bundesliga’s rising stars 
collide in Ruhr derby

Rodgers’ revival 
to hit title peak

GLASGOW: Brendan Rodgers’ career renaissance is set to cli-
max this week as the Celtic manager prepares to celebrate
the Scottish Premiership title. Rodgers has been rebuilding
his reputation at the Glasgow giants after being sacked by
Liverpool in October 2015. The Hoops are unbeaten domes-
tically this season and Rodgers clinched the first trophy of
his career when he led the Parkhead club to the Scottish
League Cup last November.

Celtic are 25 points clear of Aberdeen with nine games
remaining and will win the title with victory at Hearts tomor-
row.  The Hoops would also be crowned champions if the
Dons lose to Dundee on Friday. It would be a first league
title for Rodgers, with the 44-year-old finally set to finish on
top after his Liverpool team narrowly missed out on the
Premier League in the 2013-14 campaign. Steven Gerrard’s
infamous slip in a home defeat to Chelsea halted Liverpool’s
title charge and, after finishing sixth the next season,
Rodgers was sacked during the following campaign.

After seven months out of the game, Rodgers was offered
the chance to lead a revolution at Celtic following Ronny
Deila’s two-year reign at Parkhead, which ended without the
Norwegian making any progress in European competition.
However, former Swansea manager Rodgers guided the
Hoops into the group stages of the Champions League at
the first attempt and, with a Scottish Cup semi-final against
Old Firm rivals Rangers looming next month, he is now with-
in touching distance of a first Celtic treble since 2001.

New lease of life 
Hoops captain Scott Brown, whose own career has been

given a new lease of life since the arrival of Rodgers last year,
says the Celtic players are desperate to deliver the title for
their manager. “The manager has come in and it will be
great for him to get his first league title wrapped up and
hopefully we can do it  for him on Sunday,”  he said.
“Tynecastle is a hard place to go. It’s a fantastic stadium with
all the fans right on top of each other but at the end of the
day we need to keep going, keep performing and keep win-
ning for as long as we possibly can. “We’ve got a great
squad, we need to use it well and I’m sure the gaffer will.”
Another player who has thrived thanks to Rodgers’ tutelage
is midfielder Stuart Armstrong.

The 25-year-old, whose career stalled under former man-
ager Deila, has been in excellent form this season with his
impressive displays earning him a first international cap for
Scotland in their 1-0 win over Slovenia last weekend. “It has
been a very good season and Brendan Rodgers has been
great for me,” Armstrong said. “He has come in and allowed
me to play central midfield which has really developed my
game so I’m in a good place at the moment and I just want
to enjoy it.” Elsewhere, Pedro Caixinha will take charge of
Rangers for only the second time when his side host
Motherwell today. The Ibrox club currently trail Aberdeen by
eight points in the race for second spot and will travel to
Pittodrie to take on the Dons next weekend. —AFP

Casillas ‘kept mouth
shut’ on Real fall

from grace
MADRID: Former Real Madrid favorite Iker Casillas claimed
in an interview published yesterday he kept quiet for the
good of the club during tough times leading to his 2015
departure for Porto. Towards the end of his Real career
Casillas, now 35, suffered many difficulties-he fell out of
favor with coach Jose Mourinho during 2012/13, struggled
for form and was even jeered by sections of the Santiago
Bernabeu crowd.

“I kept my mouth shut about what was going on for the
good of the club,” said Casillas, whose popularity peaked
after Spain’s World Cup win in 2010. “You don’t want to
turn things into a circus at the first sign of difficulty,”
Casillas told Marca. “In time, I understood that some peo-
ple resented me for the Mourinho affair,” explained
Casillas, who has played 167 times for Spain. “Staying at
Real one year after another is not easy. Mental strength is
key, you have to be able to take criticism at any moment.”
Casillas played 510 first team games over a 16 season
stretch with Madrid before leaving for Porto. —AFP

LEICESTER: Leicester’s clash with Stoke
today marks the beginning of another
potential ly historic month for the
champions as they target domestic sur-
vival and shock European glory. Eight
games are ahead in a busy period for
Craig Shakespeare’s rejuvenated side,
who continue to combine their fight
against Premier League relegation with
a quest for further surprises in the
Champions League.

Stoke’s visit to the King Power
Stadium is followed by another key
home game against Sunderland on
Tuesday, with the Champions League
quarter-final against Atletico Madrid

also looming. And Leicester winger Marc
Albrighton believes his team, six points
above the relegation zone, will enter the
momentous period in good shape after
the international break. “The lads were
ready for a break and we know we’ve
got a lot of games this coming month
that are going to be massively impor-
tant to how our season shapes up,” said
Albrighton. “I think the break going into
that is fantastic and it’ll allow all the lads
to be ready. “It’s going to shape our sea-
son and the sooner we can secure our
safety the better. It’s our main focus,
especially this coming week. “We’ve got
two home games and it could go a long

way in making sure we’re safe, but also
it could go the other way if we don’t get
the results we want.”

Since the controversial sacking of
Claudio Ranieri, Shakespeare has over-
seen four wins in his four games in
charge by returning to the line-up that
won the club the title last season, but
Albrighton believes the whole Leicester
squad will be called upon during April.
“The team might change every now and
again with so many games,” he said.
“There might be lads coming in that
haven’t played and we all need to be
prepared for that, every single member
of the squad. —AFP

Revived Leicester face make or break month


