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MANCHESTER: Jose Mourinho needs to lift
Manchester United’s morale quickly as a deflating run
of performances threatens to throw their season off
track completely but he faces a daunting task against a
revitalised Arsenal.

Mourinho’s team have not looked themselves at Old
Trafford for much of the season, with their past two
matches producing an insipid goalless draw against
Crystal Palace and an unconvincing late Champions
League victory over Swiss side Young Boys.

On their travels, they had looked as if they were get-
ting back to form as October turned to November, with
the side producing fine displays in drawing at Chelsea
and beating Juventus.

Yet perhaps those performances were just papering
over the cracks. United recovered from a two-goal
deficit to draw at Southampton on Saturday and
Romelu Lukaku scored his first club goal since
September 15 but there was much to be alarmed about.

Mourinho claimed his players, with the exception of
Marcus Rashford, were meek, lacking the spirit of what
he called “mad dogs”.  According to Duncan Castles, a
British journalist with close links to Mourinho’s agent
Jorge Mendes, the United manager compared midfield-
er Paul Pogba to “a virus” after another poor perform-
ance at Southampton, saying the France international
lacked respect for both his teammates and fans.

United’s dressing room gives little indication of
being a happy place ahead of Arsenal’s visit to Old
Trafford today. To prove the point, forward Juan Mata
effectively declined to publish his regular Monday
internet column this week, instead posting a short mes-
sage that began: “Unfortunately, I feel as though it isn’t
the time for posts.”

During a season riddled with disappointments,

Mourinho has by and large been treated sympathetical-
ly by the club’s fanbase, who feel that he was not given
enough support in the last close-season transfer market
by executive vice-chairman Ed Woodward.

The manager’s frustration at not being able to sign a
top-class centre-back has been raked over repeatedly
but his defensive team selection at Southampton baf-
fled even his most loyal supporters.

With Chris Smalling and Eric Bailly unfit, Mourinho
elected to play two midfielders-Scott McTominay and
Nemanja Matic-in a three-man central defence against
a team that had not won at home all season. It did not
work. Failure to win on the south coast further dam-
aged United’s chances of finishing in the top four-the
ticket to Champions League qualification-and
Mourinho himself appears to believe that is now a long
shot with his team lagging eight points behind fourth-
placed Arsenal.

Asked by Brazilian television what his aims were for
the remainder of the season, he said: “Try to win as
many points as possible and try (to achieve) almost the
miracle of finishing fourth.

“Last year, I said that finishing second was a fantas-
tic thing because of the qualities we had in comparison
to the quality of the other teams that are fighting for the
top four. And this year, with more problems that we
have had, it proves what I said.”

Arsenal, like United, spent relatively little in the
close-season, bringing in Bernd Leno, Sokratis
Papastathopoulos, Lucas Torreira and Matteo
Guendouzi for relatively modest sums, yet look revi-
talised under Unai Emery’s management.

They have gone 19 games unbeaten in all competi-
tions since losing their first two matches of the season,
and are playing a thrilling brand of aggressive, high-

pressing football. According to Uruguay midfielder
Torreira, the manager’s words are making as much of an
impact as his actions-as evidenced by his half-time
team talk on Sunday before the Gunners recovered to

beat Tottenham 4-2.
“He told us to be calm,” Torreira said. “We listened

to the manager and we improved many things. That
worked for us to get the victory.” — AFP

Mourinho aiming to stop rot 
as Man Utd season unravels

United’s dressing room gives little indication of being a happy place

SOUTHAMPTON: File photo shows Manchester United’s Portuguese manager Jose Mourinho (R) and assistant
Michael Carrick (L) are seen on the touchline during the English Premier League football match between
Southampton and Manchester United at St Mary’s Stadium in Southampton,  on December 1, 2018.  — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Everton FC v Newcastle United FC 22:45

beIN SPORTS 

Fulham FC v Leicester City 22:45

beIN SPORTS 

Wolverhampton Wanderers FC v Chelsea FC 22:45

beIN SPORTS HD 8

Burnley FC v Liverpool 22:45

beIN SPORTS HD 1

Tottenham Hotspur v Southampton FC 23:00

beIN SPORTS HD 5

Manchester United v Arsenal FC 23:00

beIN SPORTS HD 2

FRENCH LEAGUE
Olympique Lyonnais v Stade Rennais 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

FC Nantes v Olympique Marseille 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

Caen v Nimes Olympique 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

FC Girondins de Bordeaux v Saint Etienne 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

Dijon v EA Guingamp 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

Stade Reims v Toulouse FC 21:00

beIN SPORTS 

RC Strasbourg v Paris Saint-Germain 23:00

beIN SPORTS

BUENOS AIRES: The River Plate team will leave for
Spain today to play the second leg of the highly con-
troversial Libertadores Cup final, the club announced
on Monday.

In a statement to the South American football feder-
ation CONMEBOL, the Argentinian club said the team
would leave for Spain “Wednesday at 1400 local time
(1700 GMT) in a charter flight from Ezeiza airport”.

River Plate had earlier said it was opposed to
moving Sunday’s match against fierce local rivals
Boca Juniors from Buenos Aires to the Santiago
Bernabeu in Madrid.  Coach Marcelo Gallardo had
called it “absurd”, adding that his side had lost home
advantage.

River should have hosted the match at their own El
Monumental stadium on November 24 but it was post-
poned after River Plate fans attacked the Boca Juniors

team bus. Several Boca Juniors players including Pablo
Perez needed hospital treatment for injuries caused by
shards of glass and others complained about the
effects of inhaling teargas in the attack.

Boca then refused to play the match and it was
postponed 24 hours, only to then be called off indefi-
nitely the next day. Boca petitioned CONMEBOL to be
awarded the trophy, but that was rejected.

The first leg at Boca Juniors’ Bombonera Stadium
had finished 2-2. CONMEBOL then switched the
match to Madrid, a decision opposed by both
Argentinian clubs. Boca have not announced the timing
of their team departure although, according to the
local press, the indications are that they will leave on
Tuesday evening with fans preparing farewell festivi-
ties for Tuesday afternoon in the neighborhood of La
Boca. On Monday, Boca and River put on sale the
5,000 tickets that each club has for fans living in
Argentina. They cost 3,600 pesos (84 euros) — about
a quarter of the average salary in Argentina.

In Spain, 20,000 additional tickets for River fans
not residing in Argentina sold in a few hours, a source
close to the organisation told AFP.  Another 20,000 for
Boca fans living outside the country will go on sale
from yesterday.  The second leg of the Libertadores
Cup takes place in Madrid on December 9. —AFP 

River Plate confirm 
flight to Madrid for 
Libertadores final

LONDON: Spanish international Cesar Azpilicueta, one
of the longest-serving players at Chelsea, signed a new
four-year contract yesterday which if he sees it out will
take him to 10 years with the Premier League club.

The 29-year-old defender-who joined the Blues in

2012 from French outfit Marseille and has won the
Premier League title twice as well as captained them
this season in the league-says his desire to fight for the
club is stronger than ever.

Azpilicueta, who is two appearances short of 300 for
the club, has been a pivotal player in the bright start to
the Maurizio Sarri reign which sees them lying in third
spot, seven points off leaders Manchester City.

“Delighted to be a blue until 2022,” the 25-times
capped Spaniard said on his Twitter account.

“Since I arrived in 2012, my desire has been always
to give my best and fight for this club, and now more
than ever, I feel the responsibility to bring more success
to this family.” Azpilicueta’s previous deal was due to

expire in 2020 after he signed a three-and-a-half-year
contract extension in 2016.

Club director Maria Granovskaia said Azpilicueta’s
new contract was reward not only for his loyalty but
also his consistently high-level displays.

“Cesar is one of our longest-serving players and has
proven to be a fantastic acquisition over the past six
years,” she said.

“His professionalism and consistency in that time
have been second to none and he has also developed
into one of the squad’s most influential players.

“This new contract will take Cesar to 10 seasons at
Chelsea, and we hope that over the next four years he
will be a key part of our success.” — AFP

Azpilicueta signs
new contract
with Chelsea

MILAN: Arkadiusz Milik came off the bench to
snatch a late 2-1 win for Napoli over Atalanta on
Monday that consolidated second place in Serie A
and reduced the gap on leaders Juventus to eight
points. Polish forward Milik scored the winner five
minutes from time shortly after coming on after
Fabian Ruiz had put the visitors ahead just two min-
utes into the clash in Bergamo and former Napoli
man Duvan Zapata had pulled Atalanta level 11 min-
utes after the break.

Napoli close the gap on Juventus, who pulled 11
points clear with a 3-0 win at Fiorentina on
Saturday with Cristiano Ronaldo scoring from the
spot to bag his 10th goal in 14 games. “It’s a very,
very important goal for all of us,” said Napoli coach
Ancelotti. 

“Milik went through a difficult period because
he didn’t play consistently, but he remained moti-
vated and focused, so deserves this.” Ancelotti’s
side came out firing on all cylinders after their title
hopes took a serious hit with a goalless draw
against bottom club Chievo last weekend.

The coach stuck with the same starting line-up
that beat Red Star Belgrade 3-1 in the Champions
League midweek. Captain Marek Hamsik started
the move that led to the opener with just a minute
on the clock, passing to Lorenzo Insigne who
crossed for Spaniard Ruiz to tap in his third goal
since joining Napoli from Real Betis.

Insigne was ruled offside early as his volley rat-
tled the bar with a lob shortly after the Italian inter-
national forward shot wide as he slipped. Zapata
tested Napoli goalkeeper David Ospina in the first
half with defender Raul Albiol also clearing off the
Colombian after the break.

But the former Napoli forward broke though on
56 minutes when Hans Hateboer headed the ball
down and he blasted in from close range. Milik
came on for Dries Mertens after 81 minutes and
four minutes later picked up a Mario Rui cross to
fire in the winner for his fifth goal this season.

And the Polish striker said the win gaves his side
confidence ahead of next week’s decisive
Champions League clash against Liverpool at
Anfield. “Before the Champions League, we have
another tough Serie A game against Frosinone. Of
course we want to beat Liverpool, we know it won’t
be easy, but we believe in ourselves,” said Milik.
Napoli move three points ahead of Inter Milan, who
played out an entertaining 2-2 draw against Roma
in the Stadio Olimpico on Sunday. Atalanta are in
11th position after their second consecutive defeat.

Luciano Spalletti’s Inter travel to Turin next
Friday to face Juventus in the hope of derailing their
bitter rivals’ title procession, with Napoli hosting
second from bottom Frosinone on Saturday. —AFP

Super sub Milik
lifts Napoli with
Atalanta win

DOHA: World Cup matches in Qatar could kick-off as ear-
ly as 1000 GMT if it holds four games a day during the
2022 tournament group stage, organisers confirmed yes-
terday. The o her three games would start at 1300, 1600
and 1900 GMT, Nasser al-Khater, assistant secretary gen-
eral for the World Cup organising body the Supreme
Committee for Delivery & Legacy, told local broadcaster,
Qatar Television.

“There’s a proposition to hold four matches a day, one
at 1300, 1600, 1900, and 2200 Doha time. This will be
finalised with FIFA,” he said.  “We are currently planning
for three matches per day, but also considering four a day
as the weather and temperature will be good, and also all
stadiums enjoying air conditioning.”

Qatar’s World Cup has an extra time pressure as it will
be squeezed into 28 days, rather the usual 32 days, follow-
ing its switch to November and December 2022 from the
traditional months of June and July.

That pressure could increase further, as FIFA is looking
into increasing the number of teams in 2022 from 32 to 48.
Khater added that building work at four of the proposed
eight stadiums would be completed by the end of next
year. In addition to the already refurbished Khalifa
Stadium, Al-Wakrah, Al-Bayt, and Al-Rayyan will all be
finished in 2019, he said. Reporters were allowed to view
Al-Bayt yesterday, which is 56 kilometres (35 miles) from
the capital Doha and will be the most northerly stadium at
Qatar’s tournament.

The stadium’s design is based on the traditional
Bedouin tent in Qatar, Bayt Al Sha’ar. “This is a unique
design among all the stadiums in the world,” Nasser al-
Hajeri, the venue’s project director told AFP.

“It shows people who will attend the World Cup, the
type of tent which people used to live in.” — AFP

Qatar World Cup games could start at 1000 GMT

DOHA: Picture  shows workers at the Al-Bayt Stadium in the city of al-Khor, northeast of Qatar. World Cup
matches in Qatar could kick-off as early as 1000 GMT if it holds four games a day during the 2022 tournament
group stage, organisers confirmed yesterday. —AFP


