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LONDON: Aymeric Laporte may still be trying to win
the confidence of France coach Didier Deschamps, but
as Manchester City travel to Laporte’s homeland to
face Lyon today, Pep Guardiola’s trust in the centre-
back is indisputable.

Signed for a then club record £57 million ($73m) in
January, there was skepticism as to whether City need-
ed to splash out once more for a centre-back after
investing more than £80 million in John Stones and
Nicolas Otamendi and the return to fitness of captain
Vincent Kompany.

On his arrival from Athletic Bilbao, Laporte took
time to settle in his new surroundings with all three of
his Champions League outings last season ending in
defeat. However, having had a full summer under
Guardiola’s orders in pre-season as he missed out on
Deschamps’ World Cup-winning squad, Laporte has
become the stalwart of a City defence that has conced-
ed just eight goals in 19 games.

In an incredibly deep squad with choices aplenty for
Guardiola, the 24-year-old is the only outfield player to
have played every single minute of Champions League
and Premier League action. “I can move the squad but
when one player plays good, good and good, it gives
me confidence so I give you another opportunity. It is
not complicated,” said Guardiola to explain why
Laporte has not been rotated.

Another is the fact Laporte has continued to be
overlooked by France despite his solid start to the sea-
son with the likes of Crystal Palace’s Mamadou Sakho
and veteran Adil Rami retaining Deschamps’ faith
instead. “Sooner or later Laporte will be selected for
France because it is difficult to find a better left central
defender than him in the world,” insisted Guardiola.

“But of course it is good for the team for some of

our players that are not selected for their countries to
get rest.” Three international breaks in the past three
months have given Laporte the rest and recovery time
he needs while many of his team-mates have been put-
ting tired bodies on the line after the World Cup in the
Nations League.

“Laporte didn’t have the World Cup, was fresh and
arrived in top condition and especially he is a left-foot-
ed player,” added Guardiola, highlighting another key
attribute the Frenchman has over the likes of Stones,
Otamendi and Kompany.

“He helped us to make our build-up and when the
ball comes from the right, he immediately controls to
the left and plays it to Leroy (Sane) quicker than we
would play with a right-footer in that position.”

Laporte’s ability to build from the back was why he
caught Guardiola’s eye as a teenager at Athletic when
playing against his coach’s all-conquering Barcelona
side. Only Chelsea’s Jorginho, another one-time City
target, has completed more passes in the Premier
League this season and Laporte also has the third most
touches in the league.

Another routine 4-0 for the English champions at
West Ham on Saturday began with Laporte winning
possession inside his own half and not panicking when
pressed to find Fernandinho in the build-up to the visi-
tors’ opener at the London Stadium.

City are out to avenge the only blip in a near-perfect
season so far when they last faced Lyon to open their
Champions League campaign in September and lost 2-
1. A run of 12 wins and a draw at Liverpool in 13 games
since has put them back on top in England and within a
point of sealing a place in the last 16 of the Champions
League. With Laporte an ever-present, France’s loss
has been City’s gain. — AFP
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LONDON: File photo shows Manchester City’s Spanish manager Pep Guardiola (R) speaks with Manchester City’s
Argentinian striker Sergio Aguero (L) from the touchline during the English Premier League football match between West
Ham United and Manchester City at The London Stadium, in east London on November 24, 2018.  — AFP

TURIN: Juventus’ Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo (c) plays with a ball during a training session on the eve of the
UEFA Champions League group H football match Juventus vs Valencia yesterday in Turin.  — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

AEK Athens v Ajax Amsterdam 20:55 
beIN SPORTS 
CSKA Moscow v Viktoria Plzen 20:55
beIN SPORTS 
Bayern Munich v SL Benfica 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 5
Manchester United v BSC Young Boys 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2
Juventus FC v Valencia C.F 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 4
Olympique Lyonnais v Manchester City 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 3
AS Roma v Real Madrid CF 23:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1
TSG 1899 Hoffenheim v Shakhtar Donetsk 23:00
beIN SPORTS

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s teenage superstar Kylian
Mbappe has told AFP that, for all the Qatar-owned
club’s huge investments in recent years, they will need
the breaks to fall their way if they are to finally fulfil
their dream of winning the Champions League.

The French giants face Liverpool in a crunch group
game at the Parc des Princes tomorrow, when a defeat
could end their hopes of even reaching the knockout
rounds, unthinkable for a club with their ambitions.

They may have won all 14 Ligue 1 games this sea-
son under new coach Thomas Tuchel-meaning a suc-
cessful defence of the domestic title is inevitable-but
PSG underperformed in a 3-2 defeat in Liverpool.

Two draws against Napoli followed, and now
another defeat against Jurgen Klopp’s side and a win
for Napoli against Red Star Belgrade at the same time
would send Paris packing. “We have struggled a bit so
far, but we are still in the running and we have our fate
in our own hands. I think that in order to win a com-

petition you need things to click into place,” Mbappe
said in an interview with AFP.

“There are games in which you think, at first sight,
that nothing unusual is going to happen. And then
there is maybe a little moment in the game-it can be a
half, or a spell in which you are on top-and your team
grows in confidence and things go in your favour, to
take you far in a competition like this.”

It is not just on the field that PSG need things to go
their way, with Tuchel currently sweating on the fit-
ness of both Mbappe and Neymar for tomorrow’s
game. Mbappe came off with a shoulder injury during
France’s friendly against Uruguay last week, while
Neymar hurt a groin playing for Brazil the same night.
Both players watched from the stands as PSG
laboured to a 1-0 win over Toulouse at the weekend.

An injury to Neymar cost Paris dear against Real
Madrid in the Champions League last season, and
they will be desperate to have both players fit.

Mbappe, meanwhile, knows exactly what it takes at
this level, having starred in France’s glorious World
Cup campaign in Russia, scoring in the 4-2 final win
over Croatia. He also reached the semi-finals of the
Champions League with Monaco two seasons ago. In
contrast, Paris endured four consecutive exits in the
quarter-finals before back-to-back last-16 losses in
the last two seasons.

But Mbappe-who turns 20 next month-believes

PSG can learn from France’s campaign in Russia, and
sees their 4-3 win over Argentina in the last 16 as a
reference point. “At the World Cup, during the group
stage, nobody thought we would go on to win it,” said
the forward. “I had said our aim was to win it and
people laughed at me a bit. So it can be difficult to
look too far forward, all the more so in the Champions
League where there are so many matches.”

PSG have not beaten one of Europe’s biggest
names since a 3-0 win over Bayern Munich during the
group stage last season, and they can ill afford anoth-
er below-par performance against Liverpool.

“We are not missing much. It is not much but at the
same time it is a lot, because in top-level football it is
the little details that are the most important,” admitted
Mbappe, who has netted 13 times in 13 games this
season. What Mbappe has achieved is incredible given
his age, and he is now hoping for a signature perform-
ance in Europe for PSG before finding out whether his
glorious year will be capped by the Ballon d’Or-
Mbappe is one of the finalists for the prize, with the
ceremony taking place in Paris next Monday.

“I always say that the Champions League is the
best competition in terms of coming up against
top-level players. “It is a real pleasure to play
against great defenders, it helps you progress and
brings out the best in you. It is just a pleasure. I
want more of it!” — AFP
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MILAN: Genoa offered River Plate and Boca
Juniors yesterday the opportunity to play the sec-
ond leg of the postponed Copa Libertadores final
in the Italian city after it was postponed for a sec-
ond time on Sunday.

The clash between the Buenos Aires arch-
rivals was due to be played on Sunday after ini-
tially being postponed on Saturday following an
attack on the Boca team bus by River fans bus
near the Monumental stadium, which left Boca
players with injuries from shards of broken glass
and suffering the effects of smoke inhalation.

But the match, dubbed the biggest in the histo-
ry of Argentine football, was postponed for a sec-
ond time by South American football federation
Conmebol, after Boca had called earlier demand-
ed that River face a series of punishments includ-
ing forfeiting the match.

“Our city, which historically, culturally and
through sport, is close to Buenos Aires, feels a
deep-rooted link to your two prestigious clubs
founded by our countrymen who emigrated from
Italy to Argentina in the early 1900s, and today
twinned to our two clubs Genoa and
Sampdoria,” a letter addressed to the presidents
of the two clubs by Genoa deputy mayor Stefano
Anzalone read.

The north-western port city of Genoa-still
reeling from the deaths of 43 people when a
bridge collapsed in August-offered River and
Boca the opportunity to play the game at the
city’s Marassi stadium.

“The painful recent events which have hit us,
have reawakened a profound sense of community
and of rediscovering our roots; therefore, as
Sports Chief Executive of the Municipality of
Genoa, I am communicating to you that our city
would be honoured and makes itself available to
host this important and prestigious Cup final and
Argentine capital derby.

“We are at your disposal for anything you may
need.” Conmebol chief Alejandro Dominguez is
due to meet with the Boca president Daniel
Angelici and River Plate counterpart Rodolfo
D’Onofrio today to decide on a date for the fix-
ture which had been 2-2 after the first leg. — AFP

Genoa offers to
host Copa
Libertadores final

LONDON: Liverpool boss Jurgen Klopp has praised
“unbelievably valuable” Roberto Firmino after the
Brazil forward ended his two-month Premier League
goal drought in the 3-0 victory against Watford.

He also had a hand in Mohamed Salah’s opener on
Saturday and won the free-kick for Trent Alexander-
Arnold to make it 2-0. Firmino, who is playing a
deeper role, has just six goals for club and country
this season-and only two in his past 15 outings-but
Klopp is in no doubt about the player’s quality.

“In the game against Fulham, 20 German coaches
were in the stadium,” said Klopp. “I’m not sure how
the critics were but when I saw them and we had a
drink together, they were saying ‘Bobby Firmino.
What a player.’

“Because of the small things he’s doing, he’s work-
ing so hard, he’s here, he’s there, he’s got six goals but
he opens 5,000 gaps for everybody.” “He’s doing the
job,” added Klopp. “That makes him so unbelievably
valuable for us. I’m really happy for him.”

Unbeaten Liverpool have a club-record 33 points
at this stage of a Premier League season and are just
two points behind leaders Manchester City. The Reds
have not set pulses racing as much as they did last
season, when they got to the Champions League final
and finished fourth, but Klopp feels their new-found
patience and pragmatism is paying off.

“I don’t read what you make of it but I sometimes
see in your eyes that you don’t understand me,” he
said. “The thing is we have to win football games but
people compare a game against Watford with a game
against Roma.

“It’s not really the same, but it’s in their mind about
the sort of football we played last season. In some
games we played not that nice football and didn’t get
a result but nobody remembers it.” — AFP
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TURIN: Cristiano Ronaldo is in hot form and gunning for
revenge going into today’s Champions League clash
against Valencia after seeing red against the Spaniards in
the away leg, with Juventus needing a draw in Turin to
book their ticket to the knockout rounds of the European
competition. “Happy to have helped the team on another
important win,” the 33-year-old wrote on social media
after scoring his tenth goal this season for the Italian
giants in Saturday’s 2-0 win over SPAL as Juventus
opened up a record eight-point lead on the top of Serie A
after 13 games.

Ronaldo was purchased by Juventus for 100 million
euros ($113 million) from Real Madrid last summer to help
their quest for the elusive Champions League title after
finishing runners up twice in the past four seasons. But the
Portuguese superstar is also proving to be a key element
in the team’s race towards an eighth straight Serie A title,
with nine goals and five assists of their 28 goals this sea-

son. No Italian team have ever achieved 37 points from the
first 13 games, with Ronaldo becoming the fastest forward
in the club’s history to score 10 goals in all competitions.

“I don’t not care about the numbers. I don’t count any-
thing, the important thing is that we take it home in May,”
said coach Massimiliano Allegri. Next up is a Group H
return leg clash against Valencia, who beat Rayo Vallecano
3-0 in La Liga at the weekend, but are midtable in Spain. 

Juventus are top of the group with nine points after
four games, with Manchester United two points behind
and the Spaniards on five. Ronaldo’s Champions League
debut for Juventus in September was marred when he was
controversially sent off in tears after half an hour for a
small push on Valencia defender Jeison Murillo in Spain.

The red card was his first in 154 Champions League
appearances, but Juventus still went on to beat the
Spaniards 2-0. Ronaldo scored his first Champions League
goal for Juventus and the 121st of his career against
Manchester United in Turin earlier this month before a
stunning comeback gave his former club a 2-1 win to delay
the Italians’ passage to the last 16.

Despite his success on the pitch-leading the way in
Europe with 31 goals this calendar year for both Real
Madrid and Juventus-Ronaldo missed out on the world
player of the year award to Croatia’s Luca Modric.

There are also reports he has been snubbed for the final
three in the Ballon d’Or for the first time since 2008, with
the winner to be revealed in Paris on December 3.— AFP

Red-hot Ronaldo 
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