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BERLIN: Liverpool-bound Naby Keita
has hit the headlines for allegedly using a
forged driving license in Germany, but he
is RB Leipzig’s midfield engine who one
day hopes to play for Barcelona. The 22-
year-old box-to-box midfielder was a
key component in Leipzig’s stunning first
season in the Bundesliga when they
briefly kept Bayern Munich off top spot
before finishing second in the 2016/17
campaign.

He has had a tough start to this season
following the August announcement that
he will join Liverpool for 2018/19. Keita
was sent off three times in seven games
for club and country including a yellow-
red in the German Cup, second round,
defeat at home to Bayern Munich last
month. He also fell offside with German
police when it emerged at the weekend
that he is accused of forgery after twice
using a fake Guinea licence in his at-
tempts to obtain a German driving per-
mit. He is appealing a reported fine of
415,000 euros (£366,731, $480,009).
Keita was born in Guinea’s capital

Conakry on February 10, 1995 and as a
child used to enjoy kicking anything
round-often with expensive results.

Broken lampshades 
“I always looked forward to going to

the supermarket with my mother,” he told
Bundesliga.com. “There were a lot of
round things to play football with. “Un-
fortunately, there were also things like
lampshades, which got broken. “My mum
always says that shopping with me was
very expensive.” While still a teenager, he
left his hometown club of Horoya AC to
join FC Istres in 2013 when the club were
in France’s second division.

He netted four goals and provided
seven assists in 23 appearances during
an impressive Ligue 2 campaign which
attracted the attention of Austrian out-
fit Red Bull Salzburg in 2014. The move
yielded five titles as he helped the club
win the Austrian league and cup dou-
ble in 2014/15 and again in 2015/16,
when he picked up the Austrian Bun-
desliga’s Player of the Year award. All
five trophies were achieved while he
was still just 21.

He made his debut for Guinea in 2014
with a goal against Mali and he helped his
country reach the quarter-finals of the
2015 Africa Cup of Nations. Keita’s im-
pressive two-year spell in Austria saw
him move for 2016/17 to newly-promoted
RB Leipzig, despite admiring glances
from some of Europe’s top clubs. “He’s

one of the best I’ve worked with in 20
years of professional football,” enthused
Leipzig’s director of football Ralf Rang-
nick. Keita made an immediate impact at
Leipzig, coming off the bench to score
the winning goal as his Bundesliga debut
finished with a shock 1-0 victory over
Borussia Dortmund.

Alongside playmaker Emil Forsberg,
who set a new German league record of
17 assists in a season, Keita was out-
standing in Leipzig’s midfield as they fin-
ished second to Bayern Munich. Keita
netted eight goals and provided just as
many assists in his 31 league games last
season and has so far managed one goal
and assist in his eight Bundesliga games
in 2017/18. He has never been shy about
his ambitions.

“I wish for good health, that I am the
best African footballer in the world and
that I play one day for Barcelona,” he told
the RB Salzburg’s club magazine before
his move to Germany. Keita is a central
midfielder comfortable in either half of
the pitch. He does not shy away from
crunching tackles or fulfilling his midfield
duties and is popular with team mates.
“Naby is friendly and approachable. It’s
hard not to get along with him,” said
Rangnick. His arrival at Anfield will see
him fight with Emre Can, Gini Wijnaldum
and Jordan Henderson for a place in Liv-
erpool’s midfield when Jurgen Klopp-one
of Keita’s many admirers-finally gets his
wish to bring him to Merseyside. —AFP

LONDON: With both squads beset by injuries,
today’s Wembley friendly between England and
Germany represents an opportunity for fringe
players and untested youngsters to stake claims
to World Cup places. Harry Kane, Dele Alli and
Raheem Sterling are among the players to have
withdrawn from England’s squad, while world
champions Germany are without Manuel Neuer,
Jerome Boateng and Thomas Mueller.

Whilst the fans who
make their way to Eng-
land’s national stadium
may lament the absences
of so many well-known
stars, the players who re-
main in contention are
rubbing their hands in
anticipation. “I’ve never
played there,” said 22-
year-old Germany de-
fender Niklas Suele, who could partner his Bayern
Munich club-mate Mats Hummels at centre-back
in Boateng’s absence. “It’s one of the biggest and
best stadiums in the world and it would be huge
for me to be able to run out there.”

Hummels is expected to be fit despite sitting
out training on Wednesday with a knock, but
Real Madrid midfielder Toni Kroos is doubtful
due to a gastrointestinal infection. Midfielders
Ilkay Gundogan and Mario Goetze are hoping
to prove themselves worthy of a berth in Ger-
many coach Joachim Loew’s World Cup squad

after long spells on the sidelines. Neither player
has played for Germany since November 2016,
Gundogan due to a serious knee injury and
Goetze-whose goal against Argentina won the
last World Cup-because of a debilitating meta-
bolic disorder.

England manager Gareth Southgate’s cup-
board is nowhere near as well stocked, with mid-
fielders Adam Lallana, Jordan Henderson, Harry

Winks and Fabian Delph
also out of action. South-
gate’s squad already
looked inexperienced
after he chose to call up
the uncapped Joe Gomez,
Ruben Loftus-Cheek and
Tammy Abraham. He has
since been obliged to
draft in another interna-
tional newcomer in Burn-

ley’s Jack Cork, with Everton defender Michael
Keane and West Bromwich Albion midfielder
Jake Livermore also joining the squad.

‘The best there is’ 
Nevertheless, Southgate always intended to

use today’s game-and Tuesday’s meeting with
Brazil-to test his options with a view to next
year’s World Cup in Russia. “We had to qualify,
so to fiddle too much with the team and change
the team while you are still having to win is dif-
ficult,” he said. “Now we’ve got a phase where

we can see what’s possible here. How can we
evolve the team? How can we take it forward?”
Neither England nor Confederations Cup cham-
pions Germany are cutting corners when it
comes to the caliber of the teams they will face

in the build-up to the World Cup. Germany, who
are unbeaten in 19 games, host France on Tues-
day and will play Spain and Brazil in March,
while a friendly against Italy awaits England in
their first game of 2018. —AFP

Opportunity knocks for young  
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BERLIN: Players jog during a training session of the German national soccer team. —AP 
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WELLINGTON: High-flying Peru open their World Cup play-off
against New Zealand tomorrow as red-hot favorites to win the
two-legged tie and end a 36-year absence from football’s show-
piece tournament. On paper, it should be no contest-”Los Incas”
are currently at an all-time high of 10th in the FIFA world rank-
ings, above the likes of England (12), Italy (15) and fellow South
Americans Uruguay (17).

Oceania champions New Zealand lie 112 places beneath them
and no team in play-off history has overcome such a ranking dis-
crepancy to reach the World Cup. But Peru suffered a major blow
in the lead-up to the first leg in Wellington when goal-scoring tal-
isman Paolo Guerrero of Brazilian giants Flamengo was sus-
pended over an “abnormal result” from a drugs test.

They also face a potentially tricky opponent in New Zealand,
with skipper Winston Reid (West Ham) marshalling the defence
and striker Chris Wood (Burnley) looking to continue his fine form
in the English Premier League. The physical All Whites want to
avoid conceding away goals at Wellington’s Westpac Stadium,
piling further pressure on a young Peru team already shouldering
a huge weight of expectations.

The South Americans have not qualified for a World Cup since
1982 and President Pedro Pablo Kuczynski made it clear when
the team left for New Zealand that they were carrying the dreams
of a football-mad nation. “We are all warriors and we are going
to win,” he told the players. “I know that Peru will win and I am
here to wish them all the best. —AFP
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