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MADRID: Two Spanish giants bid farewell to their
boyhood clubs on Sunday as Andres Iniesta waved
goodbye to Barcelona and Fernando Torres went out
with a bang at Aletico Madrid.  Torres scored twice on
his final appearance for Atletico, even if a Lucas
Hernandez red card helped Eibar claim a 2-2 draw on
the last day of the La Liga
season. 

Iniesta’s 22-year associa-
tion with Barcelona, mean-
while, ended with a victory
as the player marked out as
the Spaniard’s successor,
Philippe Coutinho, proved
the difference in a 1-0 win
over Real Sociedad.  With a
tear in his eye, Iniesta walked
off to a standing ovation
from the Camp Nou in the
second half, having unfastened his captain’s armband
and handed it to Lionel Messi.  

He hugged the Argentinian and then embraced the
rest of his colleagues. The 34-year-old clapped the
crowd, blew them a kiss, before exhaling and ducking
into the dug-out.  An extravagent post-match ceremo-
ny followed, celebratng both Iniesta and the winning of
La Liga and the Copa del Rey. Barca’s players returned
to the pitch all wearing shirts with Iniesta’s name on
their backs.  “It is a difficult day,” Iniesta said in a
speech to the crowd. “But it has been a wonderful 22
years. It has been a privilege and a pleasure to defend
and represent this club, for me the best in the world. I
will keep you in my heart forever.” 

Barca’s players then huddled beneath Iniesta and
tossed him into the air.  “I feel privileged,” coach
Ernesto Valverde said. “Just as they all do to have been
a part of it. He is a unique, unrepeatable player. There
is none like him.” 

After 22 years at the club and 16 in the first team,
Iniesta’s 674 appearances for Barcelona is bettered

only by Xavi Hernandez, who was also on the pitch
before kick-off to join in the tributes.  Real Sociedad
welcomed Iniesta with a guard of honour while the
crowd formed an impressive mosaic to spell out ‘Infinit
Iniesta’ on the two sides of the stadium, with an infinity
symbol, doubling up as number eights, at the ends.  

A giant flag behind one of
the goals read ‘Gracies Per
Tant’, ‘thank you for so
much’.  Torres’ swansong
was less emotional, perhaps
because his fairytale ending
had already arrived on
Wednesday, when he lifted
his first Atleti trophy after
the Europa League final
against Marseille. 

But his double against
Eibar added some extra

sparkle in front of his own supporters, who stayed on
after the final whistle to watch the team from another
guard of honour as the striker left the pitch.  On his
404th appearance for Atletico, Torres’ goals were his
128th and 129th for the club, coming 17 years after his
first, scored against Albacete in the Segunda Division
in 2001. 

“I thank the whole Atletico family,” Torres said
afterwards. “I knew I wanted to play here and it has
been an honour and a privilege to wear this shirt more
than 400 times. You have made me the happiest person
in the world.”  Torres, like Iniesta, has yet to declare his
next move but this display-speedy, sharp and clinical-
will have caught the eye of any interested parties. 

He had walked out before kick-off, with his three
children, through a corridor formed by the Eibar play-
ers as Atletico’s fans displayed the words, ‘De Nino A
Leyenda’, meaning ‘from a kid to a legend’.  Outside
the ground, fans had posed for photos next to life-size
Torres cut-outs and peered at message boards, detail-
ing the player’s greatest moments.  This, after all, was a

boyhood Atletico fan, who first watched his team with
his grandfather as a child, and who, when he returned
to the club for a second spell in 2015, drew a crowd of
more than 40,000 just for his presentation. 

Atletico coach Diego Simeone predicted Torres will

one day be back again. “His return was something I’d
never seen before and today’s farewell was equal to
that,” Simeone said. “I have no doubt he will return to
the Atletico, maybe we will meet again at some point. A
life in football is very long.”  — AFP
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BRUSSELS: Belgium have left midfield creator Radja
Nainggolan out of their World Cup squad, coach
Roberto Martinez said yesterday.

The absence of Nainggolan, who scored twice for
Roma in the second league of the Champions League
semi-final against Liverpool this month, was the
biggest surprise in the 28-player list that will be
reduced to 23 before the tournament.

Belgium face England, Panama and Tunisia in
Group G at the World Cup. The heavily tattooed 30-
year-old has played 30 times for his country and is
popular with supporters, but his relationship with
Martinez has often been strained.

The Spanish former Everton manager said: “It was
a sad and difficult decision. He is a player with a lot of
class and he was voted Roma’s best player, but I’ve
made my decision for purely tactical reasons. “I have
put in place a specific system that works. I can’t use
Radja in a secondary role.” Martinez said he had trav-
elled to Rome to explain his choice to the player. In
Nainggolan’s place, Martinez has picked 21-year-old
Youri Tielemans, who has had a low-key season at
French club Monaco.— AFP
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BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Spanish midfielder Andres Iniesta (C) raises the Liga trophy during a tribute at
the end of the Spanish league football match between FC Barcelona and Real Sociedad at the Camp Nou
stadium in Barcelona on Sunday. Iniesta, who joined Barcelona’s academy 22 years ago, played his final
game for the club. — AFP

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain did not waste time turning
the page on Unai Emery’s time in charge, and the arrival
of the fresh-faced Thomas Tuchel marks the start of a
new era. Less than 24 hours after Emery bowed out as
the Ligue 1 champions played out a soporific goalless
draw in Caen without a host of their biggest names,
Tuchel appeared at the Parc des Princes for the first
time. The German looked confident and relaxed as he
was unveiled to the French media and then pho-
tographed on the pitch on a perfect Parisian spring
evening. After a year out following his departure from
Borussia Dortmund, where he won the 2017 German
Cup, the 44-year-old was linked to the Premier League.
But he was clearly seduced by the French capital.

“This is Paris, it’s magnificent, the city of love, the
city of light. It is a romantic city and a city for adven-
ture,” he said. “I would love our supporters to fall in
love with the team and that the brightest players play
here.” Tuchel spoke mainly in excellent English, but he
showed a willingness to speak in French and a grasp of
the language that his predecessor never reached in his
two years in charge. Emery won seven out of eight
domestic trophies in his time at the helm, but his credit
expired with Champions League exits against
Barcelona and Real Madrid in the last 16.

NO PROMISES 
Tuchel’s own experience of the highest level is limit-

ed, meaning many were surprised by his appointment.
And he was not in the mood for making promises. “It’s
too early to talk about it,” said the German, who will
not officially start work until pre-season training begins
in early July.

“Of course we have the most exciting players, we are
one of the biggest clubs in one of the most exciting
cities, and this attracts the best players. “But to be in
the end where everybody wants to be, it’s not about
talking before the first training session has happened or
the first game is played.

“I want to have an atmosphere where a Cup game is
on the same level as a Champions League game. “You
cannot predict the results, so it makes no sense to talk
too early, but if you ask me in spring I will tell you very
clearly if we are ready or not.”

Tuchel has admitted his admiration for Pep
Guardiola, although he insisted he would impose his
own style in Paris. He will wait anxiously in the hope
that UEFA do not complicate his task by imposing
sanctions for potential breaches of their Financial Fair
Play rules. And he will hope that rumours over
Neymar’s possible departure after just one injury-hit
season prove to be nothing more than that.

In any case, Tuchel is in no doubt his limited track
record will not prevent him from settling into a dressing
room of stars, from the world’s most expensive player

to Kylian Mbappe, Thiago Silva and Marco Verratti.
“I am not afraid at all of stars because in my experi-

ence they are the hardest workers and know exactly
what it takes to be successful. “I am very happy to have
the opportunity now to win titles with this kind of
team.” At home, PSG’s main rivals next season will be
the same. Lyon and Monaco are boosted enormously
by qualifying directly for the 

Champions League group stage, while Marseille will
hope to be stronger again after falling just short, com-
ing fourth in the league and losing the Europa League
final. It remains to be seen how quickly Tuchel settles,
but his side will be clear favourites to dominate in
France again next season. He will not be as relaxed as
this, though, if he oversees another poor showing in
Europe. — AFP
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PARIS: French Ligue 1 football club Paris Saint-Germain’s newly appointed coach German Thomas Tuchel
(R) poses with club’s president Nasser Al-Khelaifi after a press conference to officially present him as the
club’s new recruit on Sunday at the Parc des Princes stadium in Paris. — AFP

MILAN: The shakeup in Italian football promised by
Roberto Mancini following the Azzurri’s World Cup flop
has offered hope to Juventus’s rivals that it could
impact the Serie A next season.  Juventus coach
Massimiliano Allegri met with club bosses yesterday to
discuss his future contract and potential summer sign-
ings after claiming a fourth league and Cup doubles in
as many years in Turin.  Napoli challenged Juventus for
much of the season but the Turin giants again came out
on top by a four-point margin to extend their domi-
nance for a seventh consecutive season.

The 2017-2018 Serie A season was overshadowed
by the drama playing out within a national side in tat-
ters after their shock failure to qualify for the World

Cup for the first time in six decades.
Goalkeeping legend Gianluigi Buffon, defender

Andrea Barzagli and midfielder Daniele De Rossi-three
players who helped Italy to a fourth World Cup in 2006
— announced they were retiring after a 1-0 aggregate
loss to Sweden in a playoff last November.

Six months later Mancini, who left Zenit Saint
Petersburg to take the job, was appointed national
coach promising a “rebirth” in the national side, and to
restore pride in the demoralised Azzurri. It leads to
hope of a shakeup in the league for next season with no
Buffon in goal for the first time in 24 years.

Nice striker Mario Balotelli, who has been recalled
and will play for the first time since Italy’s humiliating
group-stage exit at 2014 World Cup, has said he would
like to return to play club football in Italy this summer.
Five players from Serie A outsiders have been given a
first call-up, including Torino’s Daniele Baselli ,
Crotone’s Rolando Mandragora, Sassuolo striker
Domenico Berardi and Atalanta defender Mattia
Caldara.  Along with defenders Alessio Romagnoli and
Daniele Rugani, midfielder Lorenzo Pellegrini and strik-
ers Federico Chiesa and Federico Bernardeschi are
among the promising youngsters who are expected to
put Italy back on the road to victory. Lazio’s Ciro
Immobile finished joint top of the Serie A scorers with

29 goals. For Napoli boss Maurizio Sarri the Serie A
challenge could end this year with his future in doubt,
but Roma coach Eusebio Di Francesco insists he wants
to build on a season where his side finished third, albeit
18 points behind Juventus, and reached the Champions
League semi-finals.  Juventus were eliminated by Real
Madrid in the quarter-finals.  “We need to do lots of
work and build on what we’ve done. Juventus have won
a great deal and not just with Massimiliano Allegri,”
said Di Francesco, who believes that Juventus’s rivals
lack ambition. 

“They have a mentality whereby winning becomes a
habit. Roma have always been just slightly behind over
the past few years.  “I don’t believe in teams that plump
for one competition and that’s it.  “If we want to
become a top side, we must always be competitive,
rotating the squad where necessary and building on the
change in mentality we’ve seen in everyone at Trigoria.

“It’s not easy to find the right remedy. I think
Juventus set an example in the way they handle less-
important games, with the same approach.” Allegri’s
first season in charge in 2014-2015 saw Juventus finish
17 points ahead of second-placed Roma, the following
season Napoli were runners-up nine points adrift. The
past two seasons the difference has been just four
points on Roma and Napoli respectively.—AFP
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MADRID: Chelsea striker Alvaro Morata was left out of
Spain’s World Cup squad, announced on Monday.  Morata
paid the price for a disappointing debut season in the
Premier League as Spain coach Julen Lopetegui picked
Iago Aspas and Rodrigo Moreno up front, along with
Atletico Madrid’s Diego Costa. 

“The decision is always difficult because of the talent of
the players we have,” Lopetegui said. “We have opted for
three other players who had different assets and including
four players up front was not something we wanted to do.”
Two more Chelsea players also missed out as Marcos
Alonso and Cesc Fabregas were not included in the 23-
man group. 

Morata’s absence was the stand-out decision, however,
even if it was not an entirely surprising one given the 25-
year-old’s dramatic dip in form.  After scoring seven goals
in his first seven games for Chelsea, a back injury seemed
to affect his confidence. Morata has scored only three
times in 22 games since the turn of the year. 

“I’ve talked to the players I had to talk to,” Lopetegui
said. “I’m not going to name anybody, but there are players
who had to find out from me that they were not going to
be on the list.”

In contrast, Aspas and Moreno have been in excellent
form for Celta Vigo and Valencia respectively, with Aspas
the top Spanish scorer in La Liga on 22 goals. 

Costa is expected to start when Spain open up against
Portugal in Group B on June 15 but Aspas, with his speed
and direct running, remains an attractive option. Alonso
only made his debut in a friendly against Argentina in
March and lost out to Arsenal’s Nacho Monreal. Fabregas
fell behind Spain’s impressive wealth of options in midfield,
which will include Sergio Busquets, Saul Niguez, Koke,
Thiago Alcantara, Andres Iniesta, David Silva, Isco, Marco
Asensio and Lucas Vazquez.  —AFP


