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CHICAGO: German star Bastian Schweinsteiger said he
is ready to make an immediate start to his Major
League Soccer career with Chicago Fire at a formal
presentation before journalists here Wednesday. The
32-year-old former Bayern Munich and Manchester
United midfielder told reporters he was available to
make his debut in Chicago’s clash with Montreal
Impact this Saturday if selected.

“I am 32 years old. I am ready, but of course I need
more training sessions to have the right rhythm, to be
where I want to see myself,” Schweinsteiger said. “My
head is more than 100 percent. I feel quite comfort-
able. The session was pretty intense today and I could
do it, so that was good.  “I was preparing before I came
here and, of course, I need some days more training
but I feel I am ready whenever the coach needs me.”

Schweinsteiger, a key member of Germany’s 2014
World Cup-winning team, confirmed his move to MLS
last week after struggling to find a role at Manchester
United. Schweinsteiger said his swift departure from
the Premier League giants after just under two years
with the club meant he was unable to say a proper
goodbye to his Old Trafford teammates.

“It was not so easy because the decision was a bit
late so I couldn’t say a proper goodbye to the team,”
Schweinsteiger said. “Also they had an away match,
so I couldn’t really tell them because I didn’t want
the focus on me, but on the team. I had a great time
there, especially with the teammates and the staff.”
Schweinsteiger is reported to have signed a one-
year deal with Chicago as a designated player,
meaning he can be paid outside of MLS salary

restrictions.  He is set to earn $4.5 million for his sea-
son in the Windy City.

Chicago coach Veljko Paunovic was coy about
whether Schweinsteiger would play this weekend.
“Obviously, he is going to be available. We are not
going to reveal our plans here,” he said. “But we still
have a talk to have and discuss how he feels and
more things about the team and how we want to
play. So be ready.” Wednesday’s news conference,
meanwhile, saw one awkward exchange where a
reporter asked Schweinsteiger whether he felt that
the “World Cup was a realistic expectation” for
Chicago Fire. Chicago general manager Nelson
Rodriguez promptly stepped into clarify the question,
stating: “We as a club don’t play for the World Cup,
we play for the MLS Cup.” — AFP 

Schweinsteiger eager to start MLS career

LONDON: What to watch in the leading soccer leagues in
Europe this weekend:

ENGLAND
A seventh team could be joining the race for Champions

League qualification. Everton is making a late run to challenge
the current top six, with seven wins from 10 games putting the
team at the top of the Premier League’s table since the start of
the year. A derby tomorrow against neighbor Liverpool, which
is one of the sides fighting to clinch a place in Europe’s top
competition. Everton would move within three points of
fourth-place Liverpool with a win at Anfield.

But the international break hasn’t been kind to Everton
manager Ronald Koeman. The defense will be stretched after
attacking right back Seamus Coleman broke a leg on Ireland
duty and center back Ramiro Funes Mori injured a knee while
playing for Argentina. Arsenal and Manchester City, two other
members of the top six, meet at Emirates Stadium on Sunday
while Chelsea takes a 10-point lead into a match against
Crystal Palace.

FRANCE
Monaco has a chance to break Paris Saint-Germain’s hege-

mony by taking the League Cup off the defending champions.
One of the most exciting teams in Europe this season, Monaco
is chasing a first major title since it won the League Cup in
2003. The team has scored 16 goals in its past five games. But
Monaco’s ambitions could be hampered by the absence of key
players in Saturday’s final in Lyon. Midfielder Fabinho is sus-
pended while Djibril Sidibe (rib injury) and Radamel Falcao
(hip injury) are doubtful for the final. Monaco, the last French
team standing in the Champions League, remains in con-
tention for a rare quadruple. The club has a three-point lead
over PSG in the league and will play Lille in the French Cup
quarterfinals next month.

PORTUGAL
In a game that could go a long way to determining the

destination of the title, league leader Benfica hosts FC Porto
with one point separating them. Porto has closed a five-point
gap to join Benfica as the front-runners, with Sporting Lisbon
nine points behind in third. Benfica is seeking an unprece-
dented fourth straight league title.  At home, Benfica is
unbeaten in the league this season and hasn’t failed to score
since October 2015.

SPAIN
A spat between Barcelona’s Gerard Pique and Real Madrid’s

Sergio Ramos has added fuel to a heated title race. Madrid
holds a two-point lead and hosts Alaves on Sunday, while
Barcelona visits struggling Granada. Alaves, which will play
Barcelona in the Copa del Rey final in May, is 10th with only
one loss in its last six matches. Granada has lost four of its last
five matches and is in the relegation zone. Third-place Sevilla,
six points off the lead, will try to move closer to the top when it
hosts relegation-wary Sporting Gijon on Sunday. Fourth-place
Atletico Madrid plays at Malaga on Saturday.

ITALY
Gonzalo Higuain will return to Napoli for the first time since

his move to Juventus. The love Napoli fans had for Higuain

swiftly turned to hatred following his transfer for an Italian
record 90 million euros ($100 million) after scoring 36 goals last
season to break a 66-year-old Serie A record. Napoli fans were
banned from attending the match in Turin in October for secu-
rity reasons and they will now have two matches in quick suc-
cession to vent their animosity as their team plays Juventus in
the league on Sunday and in the return leg of the Italian Cup
semifinals three days later. Napoli is third in Serie A, two points
behind Roma and 10 behind Juventus. It trails 3-1 in the cup.

GERMANY
Schalke can settle its angst over an inconsistent season so

far with a win over Borussia Dortmund in the 172nd Ruhr derby
tomorrow. A victory over the visitors would help Schalke fans
get over the disappointment of a season that promised much
but has fizzled into mediocrity and could even get worse.
Schalke, currently ninth, is just six points off the relegation
zone with nine games remaining. Dortmund has also endured
a frustrating season but the team has at least recovered to
move into third and should be able to defend its automatic
Champions League qualification spot. Though Dortmund has
won four of its last five league games and Schalke has won only
two, form is a footnote when these rivals meet for what is
always a highly charged affair. — AP 

GIJON:  Spain’s midfielder Isco (2R) celebrates with teammate defender Sergio Ramos after scoring a goal during the WC
2018 group G football qualifying match Spain vs Israel at El Molinon stadium. — AFP 

Soccer weekend: What to watch in Europe’s leagues

LONDON: Manchester United manager Jose Mourinho says he
is “totally against” international friendlies following injuries to
key central defenders Chris Smalling and Phil Jones on
England duty. Mourinho expects to be without five first-team
players against West Bromwich Albion tomorrow, including
the injured Paul Pogba and suspended Zlatan Ibrahimovic.

“I am totally against the friendly matches,” Mourinho told
Sky Sports, after Jones had to withdraw from the England
squad with a toe injury suffered in a training ground clash with
Smalling, who pulled out after sustaining a leg injury in the
Germany friendly. Both defenders missed England’s 2-0 World
Cup qualifying win over Lithuania, leading Mourinho to ques-
tion the need for friendlies during the season.

“I think friendly matches for the national team only make
sense before the final phases,” he said. “A couple of weeks

before the Euros or a couple of weeks before the World Cup
makes sense. But mid-season friendly matches mixed with
qualification matches, I don’t think that makes sense. “On
top of that the matches are not really big matches so I am
not a big fan. But I think one day I will be there so I cannot
be very critical.”

Mourinho, who had 13 players away on international duty,
believes his side will be at a disadvantage when they resume
Premier League action at Old Trafford this weekend. “If you
compare our situation with our opponents, West Brom, only
one player on international duty,” Mourinho told this week’s
Soccer Saturday program, underestimating the number of
Baggies players who joined up with their national teams in
the past fortnight. “They had time to work, time to rest and
prepare. It’s going to be hard.” — AFP 
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