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LONDON: Manchester City don’t need to win the
Champions League to be judged a success, claims
Belgian star Kevin de Bruyne in an interview with the
BBC. European club football’s most prestigious trophy
has proved elusive to City despite the hundreds of mil-
lions invested in players since Abu Dhabi United Group
bought the club in 2008 with a semi-final appearance
in the 2015/16 season under Manuel Pellegrini their
best showing.

However, De Bruyne-whose Champions League
hopes were dashed by Premier League rivals Liverpool
last season-tells the BBC winning the league crown last
season probably ranks as a greater achievement than if
one were to win the Champions League. 

“I don’t agree that we have to win the Champions
League to be a success,” said De Bruyne, who has been
with City since 2015. “It is a big title to win but in the
Champions League you don’t need to have the consis-
tency that you need in the league.

“We were great for the whole year, maybe a bit less
against Liverpool, and so we were out.” De Bruyne
speaks with even more recent painful experience of
disappointment at a major tournament with Belgium
beaten by eventual champions France in the World Cup
semi-finals.   

“It is a tournament, you need to be good at the right
time,” he said. “In the league if you have a bad spell
then you are running behind. “It is a different prospect,

cup games are different to a league.”
De Bruyne, who scored a stunning goal in Belgium’s

2-1 World Cup quarter-final win over Brazil, says he
enjoys a professional relationship with City manager
Pep Guardiola. Guardiola is filmed in the eight part
documentary series ‘All or Nothing’ made by Amazon
covering City last season-which is to be aired on the
streaming service Amazon Prime on Friday-telling the
players if they felt they would play better by hating him
then they should do so.   

“Pep has different relationships with everyone,” De
Bruyne told the BBC. “I am lucky that I like to play the
way already that he implemented so it was an easier
transition, more natural.” De Bruyne, who unlike his for-
mer Genk team-mate Thibaut Courtois did not enjoy a
successful time when he joined Chelsea in 2012 and was
eventually sold to German outfit VfL Wolfsburg in 2014,
concedes levity can be in short supply in Guardiola’s
pep talks. “Pep can be intense,” said the 27-year-old
who scored eight goals and provided 16 assists in City’s
title win which yielded several records including pass-
ing 100 points, “In the end sometimes it can be an over-
load (of information from him) but every person in life
has that when they are at work. We cope with it fine.

“You don’t have to shout at him, you talk like an
adult, you are both people who came here to win as a
team. If you explain what you are thinking then there is
no problem.” —AFP
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BUENOS AIRES: Captain Lionel Messi will miss
Argentina’s next four friendly matches, according
to local press reports on Tuesday. The five-time
Ballon d’Or winner previously retired from the
national side after their 2016 Copa America final
defeat by Chile before returning to help them
qualify for this year’s World Cup.

The two-time world champions will face
Guatemala in Los Angeles on September 7 and
Colombia in New York four days later, before two
friendlies later in the year against as-yet unnamed
opponents.

“Messi will not return this year and there are
doubts about his future,” proclaimed Argentinian
daily Clarin. News website Infobae said: “He will
take a rest period, but that doesn’t mean he’s quit-
ting.” “It is the coach who will say, when the time
comes, what the situation is concerning Messi,” a
team spokesman told AFP. Lionel Scaloni has been
in temporary charge of Argentina since Jorge
Sampaoli left after their disastrous World Cup
tournament in Russia, where they were beaten 4-3
in the last 16 by France after an embarrassing 3-0
group-stage loss to Croatia.

He will name his first squad for the visit to the
United States later this week. “It’s very personal,
Leo must take his time to think about it,” said
Carlos Tevez, who is in Barcelona for Boca Juniors’
friendly on Wednesday at the Camp Nou.

“It’s understandable... even if he doesn’t come
back. When the international side play, rightly or
wrongly, we criticise him. It’s bad for the team and
for him... I understand because I’ve been in that
situation.” Messi’s next chance to win his first
major international title will be the 2019 Copa
America in Brazil. — AFP
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SHANGHAI: Players and coaches traipse before the
Chinese Football Association (CFA) like naughty school
children to plead their innocence, then await their fate.
It is rarely good news. With global interest in Chinese
football growing, the CFA has been busy dishing out
bans, fines or warnings for on- and off-field misde-
meanours that would go unpunished or receive a mere
wrist slap in most countries.

Kicking a water bottle in anger? That will cost you
15,000 yuan ($2,200) and a three-game ban. Wearing
jewellery while playing for China? Barred from the
team for a year. Criticising a referee? A 20,000 yuan
fine and two-match stadium ban.

Attempting to guess the harsh extent of the CFA’s
weekly punishments has become something of a sport
itself among fans who vent their exasperation online.
The regular “punishment notices” are jokingly referred
to by some supporters as the “routine CFA Xiaoping
calligraphy exhibition”-disciplinary committee director

Wang Xiaoping signs each notice.
Chinese football has come under increasing official

scrutiny in recent years after President Xi Jinping
expressed ambitions of Chinese football someday
rivalling the world’s best. 

After clubs took that cue too far and went on a mas-
sive spending spree for foreign players, authorities last
year imposed caps on transfers to prevent “irrational”
expenditure. Ji Zhe, an expert on Chinese football, said
the rash of punishments showed a “lack of consistency
and transparency about the rules”.

“The severity of the bans is perhaps also another
way for the CFA and the CSL to exert control and
practise an old Chinese saying, ‘Kill the chicken to scare
the monkey,’” said Zhe, director at sports marketing
firm Red Lantern, which specialises in China.

‘CAUSING CHAOS’ 
Expensive foreign coaches and players-whose pres-

ence in the country has put the Chinese Super League
(CSL) on the footballing map-have not escaped cen-
sure. Shanghai SIPG’s Oscar, who at 60 million euros
($67.9 million) was the most expensive player ever in
Asian football when he arrived in 2017, was banned for
eight matches last season for kicking the ball at an
opponent, triggering an all-out brawl.

Team-mate Hulk wore a T-shirt in support of his fel-
low Brazilian-cue two-match ban. Andre Villas-Boas,
SIPG’s coach at the time, was also hit with a two-game

ban because he wrote on Instagram in defence of
Oscar: “355 career games; 5 years in the English
Premier League; 47 appearances for Brazil; 70 goals.
ZERO RED CARDS!!! 8 games suspended.”

Villas-Boas, hardly the bad boy of the English
Premier League while in charge at Chelsea and then
Tottenham Hotspur, was also later banned for eight
games after he criticised a referee. The Portuguese
spent only one season in China before leaving last
November. There are suggestions that the bans were a
major reason for him quitting.

The CFA’s disciplinary organs came under the spot-
light again last week when they banned Changchun
Yatai midfielder Zhang Li for six games after he “inter-
fered with the normal order of the game, causing chaos
and adverse social impact”.

Zhang had been accused of using a racial slur
against Shanghai Shenhua’s Senegalese striker Demba
Ba, but the punishment notice made no mention of that.
Zhang strenuously denies using a racist word and has
threatened to sue, prompting many to ask: if racism
wasn’t mentioned, why the long ban? 

Zhe said the disciplinary spree may be “a sign that
the rule book is not as comprehensive as it should be-I
do know that one exists. “It feels like it’s a ban-by-
committee mechanism and each incident is treated indi-
vidually and at the whim of the committee, whoever
that might be.” AFP asked the CFA about its discipli-
nary procedures but it declined to comment. — AFP
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ZAGREB: Croatia goalkeeper Danijel Subasic announced
his international retirement yesterday one month after
starring in the World Cup final.  “The time has come after
10 years on the national team to say goodbye my favourite
jersey,” Subasic wrote in a letter published by the Croatian
Football Federation (HNS), a day after striker Mario
Mandzukic retired.

“I made my decision long before the World Cup
because my dream was to end my career with the national
team at a World Cup,” Subasic added. “The one in Russia
was the most emotional moment of my career... thank you
all,” added the Monaco goalkeeper.

The native of Zadar made his debut for the “Vatreni”
(Fiery Ones) in 2009. At the World Cup in Russia he was
the hero in the last 16 against Denmark, making three
penalty saves in a nail-biting shootout.

In the quarter-finals, he stopped two goalbound shots
to help eliminate hosts Russia, before seeing off England
and then falling to France in the final. His international
retirement comes after Croatia striker Mario Mandzukic
and defender Vedran Corluka also announced their inter-
national retirements. — AFP

LONDON: Wilfried Zaha has signed a new five-year con-
tract with Crystal Palace to extend his stay at Selhurst Park
until 2023, the Premier League club said yesterday. British
media reported the 25-year-old forward agreed a new
deal worth 130,000 pounds ($165,360) per week, making
him the highest-paid player at the club.

The Ivorian international netted a career-high nine
league goals and made three assists to help Palace secure
an 11th-place finish last season after a disastrous start.
Zaha, who had an unhappy season at Manchester United in
2013-14 before returning to Palace, had been linked with
potential moves to Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur during
the transfer window but no deal materialised.

“Wilf grew up a stone’s throw from Selhurst Park from
the age of four, and has been with the club since he was
12,” Palace chairman Steve Parish said in a statement. “This
agreement is yet another example of his lifelong commit-
ment to the club, and our commitment to him. This is an
amazing day for everyone here at Palace, our supporters
and of course Wilf - and is richly deserved.” — Reuters

BANDUNG: Son Heung-min watched from the
bench as South Korea tore apart Bahrain 6-0 at
the Asian Games yesterday to boost the Tottenham
Hotspur striker’s chances of avoiding military
service by winning gold. Son, who only joined the
squad this week, cheered on the defending cham-
pions as Hwang Ui-jo netted a first-half hat-trick
and Kim Jin-ya, Na Sang-ho and Hwang Hee-chan
also scored in their opening Group E game. Spurs
gave Son, 26, special permission to play the Asian
Games, where the gold medal represents his last
chance of winning a reprieve from his 21 months’

compulsory military service.
As he warmed the bench wearing a black

tracksuit top, Hwang quickly took the game away
from outclassed Bahrain with his triple strike
within 26 minutes in the first half. The prolific
Gamba Osaka forward hammered the opening
goal from close range on 17 minutes, before Kim
Jin-ya grabbed the Koreans’  second on the
rebound six minutes later.

Hwang’s turn and shot on made it 3-0 on 36
minutes, and he could have had another if he had
arrived a split-second earlier as Na Sang-ho’s
effort trickled over the line. But Hwang soon
brought up his hat-trick with a finish from a tight
angle, two minutes before half-time, as South
Korea turned 5-0 ahead and in total control.

Bahrain saw more of the ball as South Korea
eased off in the second half, but they were unable
to find a way past World Cup goalkeeper Jo
Hyeon-woo-who is also hoping to avoid military
service. — AFP

Military precision 
as Son’s Korea arch
past Bahrain 6-0 

BANDUNG: Hwang Hee-chan (L) of South Korea tussles for the ball against Husain Alkhayyat (C) and
Sayed Mohamed Shubbar (R) of Bahrain during the football competition of the 2018 Asian Games at the Si
Jalak Harupat Stadium in Bandung yesterday. — AFP

SYDNEY: All Blacks lock Sam Whitelock will play his
milestone 100th Test on Saturday as New Zealand stick
with their strongest possible unit to play a confident
Australia in Sydney. Whitelock becomes only the eighth All
Black to achieve the milestone, and does so with the world
champions under pressure to defend a remarkable run
over their neighbours.

At stake in the opening Rugby Championship clash of
the season is the first round of the Bledisloe Cup, a trophy
contested annually between New Zealand and Australia
which the All Blacks have held since 2003.

Australia are buoyed by beating the All Blacks the last
time they met, and although they lost the 2017 series 2-1,
fly-half Bernard Foley showed their underlying boldness
this week by saying they have set a target of keeping the
All Blacks scoreless. Such confidence dictated to the All
Blacks that there was no room to experiment this weekend.
Coach Steve Hansen has not been swayed by calls to start
developing multiple combinations ahead of next year’s
World Cup, and particularly to use rising fly-half star
Richie Mo’unga.

“The Bledisloe means a lot to this team and we have the
opportunity to show just how much on Saturday night,”
Hansen said when naming his best-available side today.
Jack Goodhue has overtaken Anton Lienert-Brown at out-
side centre, otherwise the back line was predictable with
Ben Smith, Waisake Naholo and Rieko Ioane filling the
back three. With Sonny Bill Williams not available, Ryan
Crotty is at inside centre with Beauden Barrett and Aaron
Smith in the halves and starting their 26th Test together.
Kieran Read and Brodie Retallick, who missed the series
against France in June, return to the side with Read resum-
ing the captaincy.—AFP
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