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LONDON: Arsenal and Chelsea have been reduced to
also-ran status by Manchester City’s blistering pace in the
title race, but there is still a lot to learn when the London
rivals clash at the Emirates Stadium today.

With champions Chelsea lagging 14 points behind City
and Arsenal sitting six points outside the top four, there’s
clearly plenty of room for improvement in both teams.
Here AFP Sport looks at the problem areas for Arsenal
manager Arsene Wenger and Chelsea boss Antonio Conte:

REBELS WITH A CAUSE
After boldly deciding

against selling Alexis Sanchez
and Mesut Ozil before the
start of the season, Wenger
has seen his gamble backfire
as speculation about Arsenal’s
contract rebels has been a
constant distraction. Sanchez
and Ozil are out of contract at
the end of the season and
have refused to sign new
deals, raising the possibility
that both could be sold in January to avoid losing them for
free in June. Making matters worse, Sanchez, who was
frustrated by Wenger’s refusal to let him join Manchester
City in August, has pouted his way through the campaign-
frustrating players, coaches and fans in the process.

City, Paris Saint Germain and Real Madrid are all con-
tenders to rid Wenger of the Sanchez problem, but the
damage has already been done. German midfielder Ozil,
wanted by Manchester United and Barcelona, has been
less overtly troublesome, but his inconsistent performanc-
es have hardly suggested complete commitment to the
cause.

No wonder former Arsenal star Martin Keown said:
“Wenger puts so much trust in his players but Sanchez and
Ozil have been overindulged. “You wonder where they
would be had these two been fully committed for the
whole season.”

Although Alvaro Morata has been a qualified success in
his first season at Chelsea, the former Real Madrid striker
has been virtually the sole goal threat for Conte’s men.
Morata has scored 12 times, but only twice in his last seven
league games.

With 39 league goals this season, the Blues have scored
less than the other teams currently in the top four. Solving
that problem has been impossible for Conte because
Belgian forward Michy Batshuayi, the main back up for

Morata, has scored only
twice in the league and hasn’t
netted since October.

Conte is certain to push
for a new striker to be signed
in the January transfer win-
dow, with Inter Milan’s
Mauro Icardi and Sassuolo’s
Domenico Berardi among
potential targets.

DEFENSIVE WOES
Having leaked 26 league

goals this term-more than
any other team in the top seven-Wenger once again finds
his failure to fix Arsenal’s leaky defence is undermining his
side’s ambitions. While Wenger has switched formations
from a back three to a back four, changed defensive per-
sonnel and tried to protect them with different holding
midfielders, the root cause of Arsenal’s Achilles heel
remains philosophical.

Wenger’s commitment to an attacking game-plan which
relies on a smooth-passing style earns plenty of plaudits
from the purists. But the Frenchman’s tactics often leave
Arsenal’s full-backs out of position and his midfielders too
far forward, while his reliance on diminutive playmakers
allows opponents to bully the Gunners.

SEARCH FOR MOTIVATION
Manchester City’s sensational first half of the season

has left Conte with the tricky task of keeping his players

motivated when it seems they have little to play for in the
league. At times, Chelsea were fatally unfocused when they
faced opponents who didn’t immediately inspire respect
and the result was lethargic and damaging defeats at lowly
Crystal Palace and West Ham. Conte is a notoriously
demanding coach and there has been growing speculation
that his players are tired of Italian’s intense training ses-

sions. Balancing a need to remain in charge of his stars,
while also keeping them onside could be a challenge for
Conte given the lack of drama in the title race, but he has
no intention of changing his style.

“You must always have a great desire to do this job. My
wish for myself is to continue to have this desire for many
years,” Conte said. — AFP
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BURNLEY: Jurgen Klopp insists Philippe Coutinho
was genuinely injured for Liverpool’s 2-1 win at
Burnley as he laughed off talk of the Brazil forward
joining Barcelona. Coutinho missed Monday’s Premier
League fixture at Turf Moor with a thigh injury amid a
backdrop of speculation over a move to the Nou
Camp in the January transfer window.

The rumours were fuelled further by pictures -
subsequently removed - of a Barcelona shirt with
Coutinho’s name appearing on the website of Nike,
the Catalan club’s kit manufacturer, over the weekend.

However, Reds boss Klopp claims there was noth-
ing untoward behind the 25-year-old’s absence from
Liverpool’s squad at Turf Moor as he responded to
questions about the Nike pictures.

“I heard about it. Somebody told me and I thought
‘wow’. But I couldn’t be less interested in anything in
the world!” Klopp said. “Him (Coutinho) and
Mohamed (Salah) are injured, not massively but
enough for today, no chance and at least a doubt for
Everton.” Despite Coutinho and Salah’s absences,
Estonia defender Ragnar Klavan scored a dramatic
stoppage-time winner for Liverpool after Johann Berg
Gudmundsson had cancelled out Sadio Mane’s opener.

And Klopp was most satisfied with the fortitude
shown by his defence on a day when they might have
wilted against a dogged Burnley side. “I am really
happy about our attitude and character,” Klopp said.
“You need to win your average games, win with atti-
tude when you are not 100 percent.

“Burnley were an opponent motivated at the high-
est level. We needed to be ready for the wind, rain. “It
was cold and you need first of all concentration, you
need readiness to work really hard, organisation, dis-
cipline and a little bit of luck. We deserved the three
points. “We need the wins on the not sunny days. It
was a fantastic moment when we scored. I was never
in doubt about the character of my boys.”

Mane’s goal was his eighth of the season and
Klopp praised the Senegal winger for his determina-
tion when Liverpool’s top players were missing. “Sadio
is unbelievably important for us,” Klopp said.

“He is strong, quick, so many things. He scores a
goal like this and it is like ‘wow!’. He comes into the
dressing room and the whole team gives him a hand.
“We need him, we need him so much for all teams
coming. I am happy because I had a lot of players with
moments where it wasn’t clicking and he still scores.”
Klopp also confirmed he will show respect by allowing
Mane and Egypt forward Salah to attend an awards
ceremony in Ghana this week.—AFP
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WEST BROMWICH: File photo shows Arsenal’s Chilean striker Alexis Sanchez (R) celebrates after scoring the
opening goal with a deflected free kick during the English Premier League football match between West
Bromwich Albion and Arsenal at The Hawthorns stadium in West Bromwich. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ITALIAN CUP
Juventus v Torino 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Arsenal v Chelsea 22:45
beIN SPORTS HD 2

LIVERPOOL: Jose Mourinho has lambasted former
Manchester United midfielder Paul Scholes after he
criticised the manager and key players in his role as a
TV pundit. Scholes singled out Paul Pogba, the club’s
record signing, after his anonymous performance in the
weekend draw with Southampton.

But the French international was far more impressive
in the 2-0 victory at Everton on New Year’s Day, which
ended a run of three consecutive United draws and put
the Red Devils 12 points behind runaway leaders
Manchester City. The victory allowed Mourinho to
launch a remarkable verbal attack on Scholes, one of
the storied “Class of 92” who was a key part of some of
the greatest successes in United’s history.

“I think the only thing Paul Scholes does is criticise,”
said Mourinho. “I don’t think he comments, I think he
criticises, which is a different thing. “Not every one of
us has to be phenomenal like he was as a player. That
does not mean that we all have to be phenomenal.”

Scholes accused Pogba of coasting through games
and failing to make the sort of impact his £89 million
($120 million) transfer fee demands. But Mourinho was
clearly in the mood to defend his player and claimed
that part of Scholes’ attitude was fuelled by jealousy.

“Paul tries to do his best all the time,” he said.
“Sometimes he plays very well, sometimes he plays
well, sometimes he doesn’t play so well.  “It’s not Paul’s
fault that he made much more money than Paul Scholes.
It’s just the way football is.  “I think Scholes will be in
history as a phenomenal player, not as a pundit. I prefer
to look at him as a phenomenal player that gave so
much to the club that I am proud to represent.”

The United manager, who won at Goodison thanks
to superb goals from Anthony Martial and Jesse
Lingard, both of which were set up by Pogba, also
believes that Scholes has a desire to break into man-
agement.

The former United player recently claimed that his

application for a job managing United’s under-23 team
was turned down by the club’s management. “If Paul
one day decides to be a manager I wish that he can be
25 percent as successful as myself,” said Mourinho. 

“50 percent of that is 12.5 silverware, 25 percent is
around six. If he’s 25 percent, he’ll be quite happy.”

Mourinho did round off his criticism by adding that
he believed Scholes was “a phenomenal player” and
called him “one of the best I’ve ever seen playing in
midfield”. “The prestige of this club is based on people
like him, so successful here,” he said.

Scholes is the latest of the “Class of 92” to have
voiced criticism of United under Mourinho, after Ryan
Giggs and Gary Neville also made uncomplimentary
comments - a point not lost on Mourinho who
described them as “the kings of rock and roll.”

He said: “I think the performance was really good so
maybe I am lucky this time - and the kings of rock and
roll who say I was under-performing last match say, this
time, I performed. “I think they would love to be here.
They would love to be at the club and that’s a problem I
cannot resolve.” Giggs was an assistant to previous
United manager Louis Van Gaal. Mourinho also
revealed that Romelu Lukaku, who was stretchered off
early in the draw with Southampton, did not suffer a
concussion and will be available for selection for
United’s FA Cup tie with Derby on Friday.

Arsene Wenger made a similar criticism of former
Arsenal striker Thierry Henry on Sunday, saying “I don’t
listen to what he says” after the Frenchman claimed the
Arsenal squad was riven by divisions over the attitude
of Chilean star Alexis Sanchez. — AFP
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LONDON: Arsenal manager Arsene Wenger has been charged by the
Football Association (FA) over his conduct following the 1-1 draw with
West Bromwich Albion on Sunday English football’s governing body
announced yesterday.

The 68-year-old Frenchman reacted furiously to referee Mike Dean’s
decision to award a penalty to West Brom in the 89th minute for handball
by Calum Chambers. 

The FA said the charge against Wenger was for his conduct in the match
officials’ dressing room after the final whistle-he has till 1800GMT on
Friday to respond to the charge.

Wenger did not sound repentant earlier yesterday at his press confer-
ence on the eve of their game with Chelsea.  “It was very disappointing,”
Wenger said. “What is more frustrating for me is it happened many times
this season-at Stoke, Watford, Man City, now West Brom.

“It is a concerning coincidence for me. “That is why as well I was not at
all happy with the movement the referee made as to why he gave the
penalty. It did not correspond at all with what happened. “On that front it’s
a bit worrying. He saw what he wanted to see.” —AFP

LIVERPOOL: Manchester United’s Portuguese manager Jose Mourinho gestures during the English Premier
League football match. —AFP
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LONDON: File photo shows Arsenal’s French manager Arsene Wenger arrives for the
English Premier League football match between Crystal Palace and Arsenal at Selhurst
Park in south London. — AFP


