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LONDON: Liverpool have spent big in the
transfer window in an attempt to close the gap
on Premier League champions Manchester
City but it has been a summer of intense frus-
tration for Manchester United boss Jose
Mourinho. Elsewhere, Pep Guardiola finally
landed Leicester’s Riyad Mahrez for a club-
record fee in an otherwise quiet window so
far for City while Arsenal have signed a clutch
of players but no marquee names to whet the
appetite. 

Premier League clubs spent a record £1.4
billion ($1.8 billion, 1.57 million euros)) on play-
ers in a summer splurge last year, according to
football analysts Deloitte. But there is nothing
so far to match the arrival of Paul Pogba at
Manchester United two years ago in a then
world-record deal or Alexis Sanchez’s move
from the Emirates to Old Trafford in January.

The transfer window closes at 1600 GMT
on August 9, a day before the first game of
the season, which sees Manchester United
take on Leicester City. Liverpool boss Jurgen
Klopp did his business early, bringing in
Brazil’s World Cup goalkeeper Alisson just
weeks after two shocking errors by Loris
Karius in the Champions League final defeat
to Real Madrid. He also picked up midfielders
Fabinho from Monaco and Naby Keita from
RB Leipzig and added Stoke City’s Xherdan

Shaqiri to an already formidable array of at-
tacking talent that includes Mohamed Salah.

But the German manager is warning Liver-
pool not to get carried away with celebrating
their success in the transfer market after
splurging more than £170 million. “We need
to be ready for the big challenges, the big
goals,” he said. “We have to be this angry, ag-
gressive, greedy team full of desire that wants
to win each game. “All the other teams have
quality as well so we need to be ready for
fights, not celebrating signings and stuff.”
Mourinho, unable to resist an early dig at his
rival, said Liverpool’s transfer activity ought
to increase expectations of a first top-flight
title since 1990.

“With the investments you are making last
season and you make now, that will probably
be the record of the Premier League this sea-
son, a team that was a finalist in the Champi-
ons League - you have to say you are a big
candidate, you have to win,” Mourinho said
during United’s pre-season tour of the United
States, during which they were thumped 4-1
by Liverpool. The United boss himself has cut
an increasingly frustrated figure in the build-
up to the season, lamenting his failure to land
his top targets. The Portuguese is desperate
to close the gap to Guardiola’s side but so far
has just picked up Brazil midfielder Fred, who

did not play a single minute at the World Cup
in Russia, young defender Diogo Dalot from
Porto, and veteran goalkeeper Lee Grant.

City, who finished 19 points clear of United
last season, have been relatively quiet this time
around but they finally snared Mahrez for £60
million, further enhancing their dazzling for-
ward options. The City boss said he was un-
fazed by Liverpool’s lavish spending,
remaining happy with the nucleus of the
squad that romped to the Premier League
title. “Every club does what they believe, I un-
derstand completely,” he said. “They are con-
tenders to win the title, Liverpool are always
a contender because of the history they have.”

Hazard to stay? 
Chelsea’s Eden Hazard looked like he

could be at the centre of one of the biggest
transfer stories of the summer when he
hinted at the World Cup he might want a
fresh challenge. His comments sparked spec-
ulation he could be off to Real Madrid to re-
place the departed Cristiano Ronaldo. 

The European champions have also been
linked with Chelsea goalkeeper Thibaut
Courtois and Brazil forward Willian.
Britain’s Sun newspaper reported on
Wednesday that Courtois has told Chelsea
he will quit the club next year on a free

transfer unless they sell him this summer.
The only major signing for the 2016-17 Pre-
mier League champions is Brazil midfielder
Jorginho from Napoli, with new boss Mau-
rizio Sarri professing himself bored with the
transfer market. Arsenal, preparing for a
season under a new manager for the first
time for more than two decades, have
signed a clutch of players including Switzer-
land defender Stephan Lichtsteiner but Unai
Emery has not yet landed a marquee name.
Tottenham, about to move into a new sta-
dium, are the only one of the top sides not
to have signed a single player. There is still
time but the clock is ticking. — AFP 

Liverpool upbeat after transfer 
coups as Manchester Utd sweat

Intense frustration for Manchester United boss Mourinho

BERLIN: Borussia Dortmund appear
to have suffered a setback in their
quest to sign Belgium midfielder Axel
Witsel from Chinese club Tianjin
Quanjian in the current transfer win-
dow. Dortmund are reportedly eager
to activate a 20-million-euro ($23.2m)
buy-out clause in Witsel’s contract,
but Quanjian head coach Paulo Sousa
poured cold water on a potential
transfer with the World Cup star’s deal
to run until December 2019. “I haven’t
received any information on Witsel’s
transfer, neither from the club nor the
player himself,” Sousa told Chinese
broadcaster CGTN.

“It is my understanding that the
player may have a transfer clause in
his contract, but the clause could only
be triggered during the transfer win-
dow. “Now that the Chinese transfer
window has closed (on July 12), the
transfer won’t happen. “I’m convinced
that Witsel will be back. He is an inte-
gral part of our team.” 

Quanjian owner Shu Yuhui echoed

Sousa’s stance in a later interview in
the Tianjin media by saying “Witsel
will return (to China) on August 5”.
According to German media, Witsel is
currently on holiday on the Spanish is-
land of Ibiza and is reportedly eager
to join Bundesliga side Dortmund, who
have qualified for the Champions
League for 2018/19.

The deal seemed set to be wrapped
up on Monday when Belgian broad-
caster RTBF claimed the 29-year-old,
who helped Belgium finish third at the
World Cup, was already in Dortmund
for a medical, which turned out to be
untrue. However, Germany’s top-sell-
ing daily Bild still expects Witsel to
become a Dortmund player in the
coming days. 

New head coach Lucien Favre is
reportedly eager to include him in a
new-look Dortmund midfield along-
side Germany midfielder Julian
Weigl and new signing Thomas De-
laney, who has joined from Werder
Bremen. — AFP 

Tianjin pour cold water on 
possible Axel Witsel switch 

Lampard, Bielsa 
add star quality 
to Championship
LONDON: Marcelo Bielsa and Frank Lampard
bring a touch of star quality to the English Champi-
onship but face a stiff task to restore the lustre of
fallen giants Leeds United and Derby County. Both
men also have something to prove on a personal
level - Argentine veteran Bielsa will want to show
he can still cut it at the sharp end while Lampard is
embarking on his first job in management after a
glittering playing career.

And the two men will not have to wait long to pit
their wits against each other — their sides meet on
August 11 in Derby. Fans may allow both men a hon-
eymoon period but supporters of both clubs — who
have been champions of England five times between
them — ultimately believe they belong in the Pre-
mier League. Despite the pressure, the much-trav-
elled Bielsa, 63, refuses to be a hostage to fortune.
“The history of this club, everyone knows how to
measure success or failure at the end of the season,”
he said. “If you try to predict the future you’re al-
most becoming a demi-god rather than a football
coach.”

While the Championship lacks the superstar
names of the Premier League, it is notoriously com-
petitive and Bielsa and Lampard begin at a disad-
vantage as the clubs relegated from the top flight
have the benefit of generous “parachute” payments.

Stoke City, who dropped out of the Premier League
in May, are early favorites to bounce straight back
up, with West Brom also tipped to do well. Lam-
pard’s first match comes on Friday, away to Reading.
The former England midfielder played under Read-
ing’s manager Paul Clement at Chelsea, when
Clement was assistant to Carlo Ancelotti.

Lampard, who enjoyed huge success as a
player at Chelsea, is a phlegmatic character while
Bielsa is renowned for his fiery temperament,
leaving Lazio after just two days and parting
ways with Lille last year after only a few months
at the helm. Club owner Andrea Radrizzani has
staked a lot on making him the highest-paid
Leeds manager and will hope to see the Bielsa
that delivered the 2004 Olympic title for Ar-
gentina and guided Athletic Bilbao to two cup fi-
nals in the 2011-12 season. 

Bielsa, whose team host Stoke on Sunday,
needed little convincing when given the opportu-
nity to revive the club, who were English league
champions in 1992, the season before the Premier
League was born. 

“Nobody had to convince me. I was convinced
by the strength of Leeds United as a club and an in-
stitution,” he said. “I looked at things from a sport-
ing, football point of view and those things together
helped me make my choice.” Lampard, 40, whose
uncle is the former West Ham and Tottenham man-
ager Harry Redknapp, pledged to confront his new
challenge head on. “I don’t have a management CV
and don’t proclaim to,” he told the BBC. “Any job
has its risk elements but you take them on and you
do so with a positive nature. “I am delighted that
they have taken that risk and chosen me and I want
to prove them right and get success.” — AFP 

Manchester United’s coach Jose Mourinho  


