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LONDON: Premier League giants Arsenal make their
Europa League bow this week, slipping into the conti-
nent’s second-string competition after nearly two
decades in the Champions League, with AC Milan also
injecting star quality.

Arsene Wenger’s men, fifth in the Premier League last
season-their first finish outside the top four since 1995-
96 — take on German side Cologne today at the
Emirates Stadium in London. The Arsenal boss said his
team would take the competition seriously despite the
disappointment of missing out on the Champions
League after 19 consecutive seasons in Europe’s premier
competition. “We will take it seriously but the priority is
to focus on the Premier League and combining the two,”

he said in comments reported by Britain’s Daily
Telegraph. “Then, in December, we will see, but at least
we want to qualify for the next round. Thursday to
Sunday morning is short so I have to think about that.
But we have to win at home and you know how it is
when you don’t win at home.” Arsenal goalkeeper Petr
Cech, who won the 2012/13 Europa League with
Chelsea, said the competition was a worthwhile target.
“We decided that it was the first time and hopefully the
last time we played the Europa League and we wanted
to win it,” he said.  Arsenal’s domestic rivals Manchester
United won the trophy last year, giving them a route into
this year’s Champions League.  Wenger, whose Arsenal
side lost the club’s previous match in the competition to

Galatasary in the 2000 final, when it was branded the
UEFA Cup, is likely to rotate his squad, giving some of his
fringe players game time as he negotiates a tricky Group
H that also includes Red Star Belgrade and Belarusian
outfit BATE Borisov. Seven-time European champions AC
Milan have an easier task, with ties against Austria
Vienna, AEK Athens and Rijeka of Croatia in Group D as
they continue their return to European competition for
the first time since 2013-14.  The Italians, looking to win
the only major European trophy that has so far eluded
them, appear to be on the road to recovery under
Chinese ownership after a number of lean years.

Smarting after a 4-1 Serie A defeat at Lazio at the
weekend, they open their group-stage campaign at

Austria Vienna after coming through two qualifying
rounds. “We are a new squad. It’s my responsibility and
the one of the boss and the management to lead this
group to success,” said captain Leonardo Bonucci, who
joined the club from Juventus in the close season.  “We
must stick together also when playing in Europa
League,” he told Milan TV. “It’s a competition that many
in the team have never played in before.” Wayne
Rooney’s Everton will have a stern test in Group E, which
also includes French club Lyon, whose Groupama
Stadium will host the final on May 16.

Other notable names in this year’s group stage are
Spanish sides Villarreal and Real Sociedad as well as
Italy’s Lazio. — AFP

Arsenal set for drop into Europe’s second tier

SOCCER

OLD TRAFFORD: Manchester United’s Belgian striker Romelu Lukaku (C) heads the ball to score his team’s second goal during the UEFA Champions
League Group A football match between Manchester United and Basel at Old Trafford in Manchester, north west England on Tuesday. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester United cannot be
considered among the top band of teams in the
Champions League, manager Jose Mourinho
insisted after his side brushed aside Basel 3-0 on
their competition return.

Goals from substitutes Marouane Fellaini and
Marcus Rashford sandwiched Romelu Lukaku’s
first goal in the competition proper as United
opened their Group A campaign in straightfor-
ward fashion on Tuesday. There were eye-catch-
ing wins elsewhere-Barcelona beating Juventus
3-0, big-spending Paris Saint-Germain crushing
Celtic 5-0 — and Mourinho said United could
not currently be considered in the same bracket.

“I think for these teams that you are speaking
of and for the Real Madrids, Barcelonas and
Bayerns, the Champions League starts in
February,” Mourinho told reporters at Old
Trafford.

“Now is just the warming up. And in February,
when us English teams are trying to survive after
the winter period, they are fresh and ready after
these warm-ups. “For them this is a warm-up. I
think we are in the second level. The second lev-
el is, let’s qualify, let’s make the points to qualify
for the knockout phase. When we do that, let’s
enjoying playing against the big guys.”

Having spent last season picking a path to

glory in the Europa League, which enabled them
to qualify for the Champions League, this was
United’s first game in the top continental com-
petition since December 2015.

An injury to Paul Pogba aside, United could
scarcely have asked for a more straightforward
reintroduction to a tournament they have won
three times. But Mourinho criticised his players
for easing off after Lukaku’s 53rd-minute header
put them 2-0 up, accusing them of playing
“PlayStation football” decorated by unnecessary
“flicks and tricks”.

Pogba left the stadium on crutches after
being forced off in the 18th minute. “I don’t
know, obviously, but by experience, just by look-
ing and feeling, it’s a hamstring,” Mourinho said.
“Big, small, I don’t know.”

BASEL ‘A BIT SCARED’ 
It was an untimely end to Pogba’s first match

as United captain, but the France midfielder’s
departure had the beneficial side-effect of
bringing Fellaini into the fray. So often derided
for his perceived lack of coordination, the bushy-
haired Belgian was United’s best player, opening
the scoring in the 35th minute with a bullet
header from Ashley Young’s right-wing cross.

After his international team-mate Lukaku had

added a second, Fellaini turned provider late on,
rolling the ball back from the byline on the right
for Rashford to scuff home. Fellaini was jeered by
some United supporters last season after con-
ceding a late penalty that enabled Everton to
rescue a 1-1 draw in a Premier League game at
Goodison Park in December.

But Mourinho said that had been the former
Everton player’s only misstep in their year-long
association. “To remember a Fellaini bad per-
formance I have to go back to last season in the
beginning and it was not even a bad perform-
ance,” Mourinho said.

“Just a naive mistake when he made a penalty
in the last minute at Goodison Park. Fellaini’s
contributions are always positive. He’s a very
important player for me.” Swiss champions Basel
have now gone nine European games without
victory, but coach Raphael Wicky was reluctant
to criticise his players.

“We can learn. This is what I said to my team
after the final whistle,” he said. “I saw a team that
was alive, that was suffering and fighting togeth-
er until the 90th minute. “What I didn’t like was
that at the beginning we seemed a bit scared,
particularly when we had the ball. But I never
saw the team fall apart. There was commitment
and hard work until the final whistle.” — AFP

Man Utd part of ‘second 
level’, says Mourinho

LONDON: Antonio Conte believes his decision to
rest several of Chelsea stars for their Champions
League demolition of Qarabag will be rewarded
when the Blues face Arsenal on Sunday. Conte left
out David Luiz, Antonio Rudiger, Victor Moses and
Alvaro Morata for Tuesday’s 6-0 thumping of the
Azerbaijan minnows at Stamford Bridge. 

With those key players kept fresh and Eden
Hazard coming off the bench for only his second
appearance since close-season ankle surgery,
Conte is confident Chelsea will go into their
London derby in good condition to claim three
valuable points. 

“It was a good start, a perfect start us,” Conte
said. “To play the first game of the Champions
League, then to win with a good result, to score
many goals, to finish the game with a clean
sheet.  “I saw a lot of positive things. Now we
have to rest and get ready for a tough game
against a strong Arsenal team.” 

Conte’s selection gamble was never in danger
of backfiring as goals from Pedro, Davide
Zappacosta, Tiemoue Bakayoko, Cesar Azpilicueta
and Michy Batshuayi ensured Chelsea made a
strong start to their group stage campaign. 

Giving his understudies a chance for valuable
game time was an added bonus for Conte, who
said: “I wanted to give a chance to Michy and also
to Andreas Christensen. “To play in the Champions
League means the coach trusts you.  “My message
tonight was this: I trust all my players, not with only
words, but with facts. 

PLAYER DEVELOPMENT 
“Last season we played with only 13 players, to

do that again would be crazy. “We have to develop
these players, to try and create a good competi-
tion, a positive competition, between them. It’s
very important.”  Conte was also encouraged by

Zappacosta’s first start following his deadline day
move from Torino.The Italy right-back capped a
lung-bursting run with a cross that flew in for
Chelsea’s second goal. 

“He played a really good game. For sure he knew
very well my style of football and for this reason I
decided to start with him,” Conte said.  “It’s not easy
to change your life in one week, but his answer was
very good. “He scored and that’s important us but
I’m more pleased for his performance.” Despite
Hazard’s solid showing as a second half substitute,

Conte admitted it might be too soon for the Belgian
playmaker to start against Arsenal. “It’s early to
speak about this. We must have a bit of patience
with Eden,” Conte said. “We must give him the pos-
sibility to recover very well, to be totally fit. 

“We must have calm to do the best for the play-
er and the team. Otherwise we risk a bad injury.” It
was a chastening first taste of the Champions
League group stage for Qarabag, but Gurban
Gurbanov, boss of the Azerbaijan minnows, insist-
ed it was still a proud day for his club. — AFP

GLASGOW: Paris Saint-Germain (PSG)
coach Unai Emery says his side have
learned lessons from the past after they
started their Champions League Group B
campaign with a 5-0 thrashing of Celtic.
Neymar, Kylian Mbappe, Edinson Cavani’s
double and a Mikel Lustig own goal con-
signed Celtic to their record home
European defeat and propelled PSG to
the top of the table on goal difference
from Bayern Munich, who they host on
match day two.

It was a real statement of intent from
this summer’s big spenders who signed
Brazilian Neymar and teenage sensation
Mbappe in a bid to make a real impres-
sion on the competition. After four con-
secutive seasons of reaching the quarter-
finals, PSG fell at the round of 16 last sea-
son when they capitulated against
Barcelona after winning the first leg 4-0. 

It was a result that convinced their
Qatari owners to break the world transfer
record to bring Neymar to the French
capital.  The 6-1 defeat to the Catalan
giants in the second leg was a humbling
for PSG but Emery says they are
approaching this season’s campaign with
a renewed confidence.

“We did learn from the past and what
happened last year. We have worked
really hard to improve things within the
team,” the Spanish coach said.  “I think
my team showed a lot of character. What

I was really pleased with was the fact we
were in control with the ball and without
the ball.  “Of course we have added to
the team but it is more about all the peo-
ple working together. As far as this is
concerned I am really, really happy.” The
French side’s formidable front line ter-
rorised the Celtic defence and Emery
warned they would only get better.

The PSG coach singled out Mbappe,
who PSG have an option to buy from
Monaco for a fee that could reach 180
million Euros, for praise.  “This is what he
needs at the moment. He wants to be a
great player and he is going to grow up
into that role,” Emery said of the 18-year-
old who scored his second goal in two
games.

“They have only played a few games
together... but the key is that the team is
going to improve more and more.” Celtic
manager Brendan Rodgers said his side,
who conceded five at home for the first
time since Rangers beat them 5-1 in
September 1960, said his side weren’t at
the same level of the French superstars.
“You have to give credit to them. They
are a really special team and they are
going to be close to winning it for sure,”
the Northern Irishman said.

“This is a level where you have to look
after the ball, and you have to make the
ball work for you, and in the first half we
didn’t do that.” — AFP

WASHINGTON: The World Anti-Doping Agency
(WADA) is set to clear 95 Russian athletes inves-
tigated over involvement in the country’s
alleged mammoth doping programme, the
New York Times reported yesterday.

A leaked internal WADA report published
by the newspaper Tuesday said the agency
found it could not gather enough evidence
against 95 out of 96 Russian athletes who it
has been probing. “The available evidence was
insufficient to support the assertion of an anti-
doping rule violation against these 95 ath-
letes,” WADA Director General Olivier Niggli
wrote in the document. The report did not
name any of the athletes under investigation.

A string of WADA reports has previously
uncovered reams of evidence that the
Russian authorities ran a large-scale pro-
gramme to help competitors cheat interna-
tional doping tests. Russia’s Anti-Doping
Agency (RUSADA) was declared “non-compli-
ant” with international sport’s anti-doping
code in November 2015 and its track and field
Olympics squad and entire Paralympics team
were barred from Rio 2016.  An independent
investigation for the agency by professor
Richard McLaren in 2016 implicated some
1,000 athletes in the doping system.  Moscow
has furiously denied that it ran a state-spon-

sored scheme to cheat at international sport-
ing events and insists it is doing its best to
crack down on dopers.

And Russian officials said WADA’s decision
only served to shed doubt on the revelations
in McLaren’s report. “In general the informa-
tion of the McLaren report appears to be
incomplete and moreover in many cases
unreliable,” R-Sport agency quoted Stanislav
Pozdnyakov, the deputy chief of Russia’s
Olympic Committee, as saying.  “For the
moment none of Russia’s 1,000 athletes men-
tioned in the McLaren report has been found
guilty or banned on the basis of his informa-
tion.  Meanwhile, a year has already passed
(since the report was issued).” While this latest
twist may help bolster the Kremlin’s claims,
Niggli suggested to the New York Times that
an absence of evidence did not necessarily
prove Russia’s innocence. 

“The system was very well-organized,”
Niggli said. “On top if it, years after the fact,
the remaining evidence is often very limited.”
Niggli said that invetigations into other ath-
letes implicated in the doping scheme are
ongoing.  Russia’s anti-doping agency RUSA-
DA is currently battling to get itself reinstated,
but faces a list of remaining WADA criteria
that it must first meet. —  AFP

Conte expects selection 
gamble to pay off

LONDON: Chelsea’s German defender Antonio Rudiger (C) vies with Qarabag’s South African striker
Dino Ndlovu (R) during the UEFA Champions League Group C football match between Chelsea and
Qarabag at Stamford Bridge in London on Tuesday. Chelsea won the match 6-0. — AFP

Emery warns five-star 
PSG can only get better

GLASGOW: Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian striker Neymar (R) falls after a tackle from
Celtic’s Swedish defender Mikael Lustig during the UEFA Champions League Group B
football match between Celtic and Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) at Celtic Park in
Glasgow, on Tuesday. — AFP

WADA clears 95 Russian 
athletes of doping charges

ISTANBUL: Greece’s Ioannis Bourousis dunks the ball during their Eurobasket
European Basketball Championship quarter-final match against Russia, in Istanbul,
yesterday. — AP


