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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Watford v Southampton 21:45
beIN SPORTS HD 1

Tottenham v Brighton & Hove Albion 21:45
beIN SPORTS HD 2

SPANISH LEAGUE
Huesca v SD Eibar 20:30
beIN SPORTS HD 5

Real Valladolid v Girona 21:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3

Deportivo Alaves v Barcelona 22:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3

PARIS: After being the star of France’s 2018 World Cup
triumph, Kylian Mbappe has been the standout player
for Paris Saint-Germain in a Ligue 1 title-winning cam-
paign that has been slightly marred by the manner in
which they limped over the line.

PSG finally wrapped up the title on Sunday after
second-placed Lille failed to beat Toulouse, having not
won any of their previous three games when the oppor-
tunity to confirm a sixth French crown in seven seasons
was there.

The Qatari-owned club can still make it a domestic
double, with the French Cup final to come against
Rennes next weekend, yet this will not be remembered
as a vintage year. While Neymar once again went miss-
ing due to injury at the crucial point, Edinson Cavani
has struggled with fitness too, and coach Thomas
Tuchel has regularly lashed out at the lack of depth in
his squad.

The 5-1 capitulation at Lille a week ago was the
worst league result for PSG since Qatar Sports
Investments bought the club in 2011, and the first time
they had let in five in a league game since 2000.

A record-breaking 14-match winning run with which
they started the season now seems like a long time ago,
the latest Champions League failure clouding Tuchel’s
first campaign in charge.

Mbappe, at least, has been a constant, revelling in his
status as a World Cup winner and hardly ever being
rested. He only turned 20 in December, but has now
won three Ligue 1 titles in a row.

Mbappe has 36 goals in 40 games this season, with
30 in the league. And, frighteningly, his team-mate
Daniel Alves told RMC recently that “he doesn’t realise
how good he is, he can go much further”.

He is also not used to losing, and may have upset
some of his teammates with his assessment of last

week’s defeat at Lille. “We played like beginners,” he
said. To be fair, they have usually been exceptional
domestically. However, the problem is that as long as
they keep failing in the Champions League, domestic
success for a club backed by a Gulf state will continue
to ring hollow.

The title has effectively been in the bag for some
time, but their season has been winding down ever
since their exit against Manchester United in the last 16.
That, combined with being knocked out in the League
Cup quarter-finals, means Tuchel in his first season has
actually done worse than Unai Emery, his unloved
predecessor.

However, according to sports daily L’Equipe, Tuchel
has agreed to extend his contract to 2021. Thoughts
have already turned to the future, with new signings
needed at the Parc des Princes.

The costly Neymar experiment cannot be said to
have succeeded until he stays fit for the games that
matter, and there will always be speculation about his
future. “We have a contract, we’re not even halfway
through that contract,” Neymar’s father pointed out to
RMC Sport.

Mbappe is the one man they really cannot afford to
lose, but is it time for a clear-out elsewhere? Some of
the excitement of the early part of the decade has gone,
replaced with a staleness. The days of Thiago Silva,
Edinson Cavani and Marco Verratti are maybe ending.

Youri Djorkaeff, a World Cup winner for France and
a PSG star in the 1990s, offers a frank assessment, sug-
gesting real change is needed higher up. “If you’re not
great in every compartment, from the bus driver to the
girls who clean the shirts, you will go nowhere,” he told
Ligue 1 Podcast, ‘Le Beau Jeu’.

“Paris Saint-Germain, after many years without suc-
cess, have to rebuild everything, restart from scratch,

because the foundations are not good. You cannot
expect to one day win the Champions League without
these foundations.” The Qatar project needs a breath of
fresh air, and all eyes will be on president Nasser al-
Khelaifi and sporting director Antero Henrique.

UEFA’s Financial Fair Play rules remain a problem,
though, with PSG said to have a hole of around 100
million euros and the need to present a balanced budg-
et by the end of June. The next few months will be
interesting.  —AFP

Mbappe’s title, but PSG need to 
breathe new life into Qatari project

Mbappe has 36 goals in 40 games this season, with 30 in the league

PARIS: (L/R): Paris Saint-Germain’s French goalkeeper Alphonse Areola, Paris Saint-Germain’s Brazilian
forward Neymar, Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentinian forward Leandro Paredes and Paris Saint-Germain’s
French forward Kylian Mbappe react as they celebrate victory at the end of the French Ligue 1 football
match between Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) and Monaco (ASM) in Paris.  —AFP

Pizarro out to 
spoil Bayern’s 
double dreams
BERLIN: Werder Bremen’s Peruvian veteran Claudio
Pizarro hopes to ruin Bayern Munich’s dreams of a
domestic double when he faces his old club in the
German Cup semi-final this week. 

Pizarro is an icon at both Bayern and Bremen,
having scored over 100 goals for each club, and is
chasing a record ninth appearance in the German
Cup final  when the two teams meet in Bremen
tomorrow. 

In a Bundesliga career spanning two decades, the
40-year-old made over 300 appearances for Bayern
and is in his fourth spell at Bremen.  Bayern recently
offered him a job as club ambassador after his play-
ing career, but with a place in the German Cup final
at  stake tomorow, there is  no quest ion where
Pizarro’s loyalties lie this week. 

“If I come off the bench, it won’t be easy for
Bayern,” said the ageing striker last week.  “I texted
a few of the Bayern guys after the draw. They know
it won’t be easy, and I think they would have pre-
ferred different opponent.”

The game is the second of two back-to-back
clashes between the teams. Bremen showed how
tough an opponent they can be in a hard-fought
Bundesliga game in Munich on Saturday.  Ten-man
Werder were eventually sunk by a late Niklas Suele
goal, but Pizarro said that the cup tie in Bremen
would be “a completely different story”. 

“We will pick ourselves up. When it is 11 against
11 in our own stadium, we will show that we are able
to score goals,” he said on Saturday.  Bremen will
also be hoping to count on Pizarro’s German Cup
pedigree tomorrow. 

The Peruvian has appeared in eight German
Cup finals, more than any other player in history.
He has won the competition five times with Bayern
and once with Bremen in 2009. He also lost two
finals with Bremen, both against Bayern, in 2000
and 2010. 

Pizarro admitted that he is itching to experience
one more final at Berlin’s Olympiastadion.  “I try to
tell the players who have never played in a Berlin
final how amazing it is,” he said last week.  “I tell
them almost every day how special it is in Berlin, in
order to prepare them for tomorrow.”

Pizarro may make a rare start for Bremen on
Wednesday, after first-choice striker and captain
Max Kruse picked up a knock to his thigh during
Saturday’s league defeat.  Bayern, meanwhile, are
hoping that Mats Hummels and James Rodriguez will
return to full fitness in time for the cup clash. 

The other semi-final pits Bremen’s traditional
rivals Hamburg against Bundesliga high-fliers RB
Leipzig today. Fallen giants Hamburg are chasing
their first cup final since 1987, while Leipzig are
making a first semi-final appearance in their ten-
year history. 

In-form Leipzig a l l  but  secured Champions
League qualification with a 1-0 win over Borussia
Moenchengladbach on Saturday, and are looking to
crown an impressive season by reaching the cup
final. 

“Everyone at the club is burning to get into the
final,” said coach Ralf Rangnick, who won the cup as
Schalke boss back in 2011.  “We are going to give
everything in Hamburg today.  For Hamburg, mean-
while, the cup semi-final provides a welcome respite
from an increasingly nerve-shattering promotion
race in the second tier. 

Hamburg remain on course for automatic promotion,
but have not won in five league games, and are second
with three other clubs hot on their heels as they bid to
return to the Bundesliga next season.   —AFP

Sterling to pay for 
funeral of teenager 
who ‘touched his life’
LONDON: England star Raheem Sterling is to pay
for the funeral of former Crystal Palace youth play-
er Damary Dawkins who he says was an “example
to us all”.

Dawkins died aged 13 of leukaemia in March-
Sterling had supported a campaign to find a suitable
stem cell donor for him. According to an appeal page,
Dawkins did receive a stem cell match a few days
before Christmas but he relapsed in February.

His family had set up a GoFundMe page to raise
£15,000 ($19,400) to give Dawkins the “best send off
and celebration of life”-but Sterling has assumed all
the costs himself.

“Damary was a special young man who touched a
lot of lives, including my own. Positive until the end,
he was an example to us all,” said Sterling, who will
attend the funeral on Friday.

Sterling paid tribute to Damary by lifting his
England shirt to reveal a picture of the two of them
together following his second goal in the 5-0 win
over the Czech Republic in their Euro 2020 qualifier
in March.

Their close relationship echoes that of former
England international Jermain Defoe and Sunderland
fan Bradley Lowery, who died of a rare form of can-

cer aged just six in 2017. Defoe, who was playing for
Sunderland at the time, forged a close bond with the
youngster-he has his name tattooed on his right arm-

and carried the boy he described as his “best friend”
onto the pitch at Wembley for an England interna-
tional with Lithuania.  —AFP

Raheem Sterling

United’s foundations 
at risk unless
Solskjaer rids 
club of ‘weeds’
LONDON: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer said prior to the humil-
iating 4-0 thrashing by Everton there would not be
wholesale changes to Manchester United personnel in
the close season, but Gary Neville, for one, believes he
should think again.

United’s millionaire stars such as Paul Pogba and David
de Gea put up a display described by the British press on
Monday as “abject”, “an apology” for a performance, with
the team derided as being generally “rudderless” and
“spineless”.

However, whilst it came five years to the day when a 2-
0 defeat by the same opponents cost David Moyes his
job, it is not Solskjaer who is being targeted but the
under-performing Pogba and his team-mates.

The World Cup-winning midfielder, after a series of
encouraging performances when Solskjaer first assumed
the reins in December, has returned to being the non-exis-
tent presence so often the focus of Jose Mourinho’s ire-
although it was the Portuguese coach who was sacrificed.

His and Nemanja Matic’s failure to shore up midfield
has been a contributing factor to United’s miserable run of
six defeats in their last eight games and five successive
away losses-their worst run on the road since 1981.

Seldom can a Manchester derby-they host title-chas-
ing City on Wednesday-have been less eagerly anticipat-
ed by United fans. Neville, United to the core and an inte-
gral member of Alex Ferguson’s side that accrued eight
Premier League crowns and two Champions League tro-
phies, was excoriating in his criticism of the players.

“If you’ve got weeds in the garden, you’ve got to get
rid of them,” said Neville, who has become a respected
pundit for Sky Sports. “There’s some Japanese knotweed
at that football club and it’s attacking the foundations of
the house. It needs dealing with properly. “I don’t need to
name names, you know who they are.”

Former England international midfielder Jermaine
Jenas, who has also turned to punditry since hanging up
his boots, turned on the players as well. The 36-year-old

said such is the negativity in the team that even the
younger talents have been sucked into the vortex of
supine performances.

“They showed no heart, no desire and no will to win.
They were woeful,” Jenas wrote in his column for the BBC
website. “Everyone was guilty. “Even Marcus Rashford,
who has got one of the best attitudes of anyone at the
club, got sucked in by what I would describe as a vacuum
of negativity.”

United fans may be wondering if the board jumped the
gun in giving Solskjaer the job on a permanent basis-as
the subsequent results appear to be reflective more of his
unsuccessful stint in charge of Cardiff.

Indeed, just as his and the team’s fortunes have dipped,
the man who was seen as his major rival for the job has
seen his stock rise. Mauricio Pochettino’s star has sparkled
again thanks to Tottenham’s epic win over Manchester
City in the Champions League. But Neville has been slow
to criticise his former team-mate Solskjaer.

The man dubbed ‘Red Nev’ after he led a players’ strike
with England due to their anger over Rio Ferdinand being
dropped because of a missed drugs test, took to the barri-
cades when another unloved former United boss, Louis van
Gaal, criticised Solskjaer a few weeks ago. —AFP

Barcelona relaxed and
fresh ahead of final 
La Liga push: Valverde
BARCELONA: Barcelona coach Ernesto Valverde has
said his players are not feeling the pressure as they close
in on a fourth Liga title in five years. Barca will lift the tro-
phy if they beat Alaves tonight and Levante on Saturday,
although they could wrap up the title on Wednesday if
Atletico Madrid lose at home to Valencia. 

Sitting nine points clear of Atletico with five games
left, it appears only a matter of time before Valverde’s
side are crowned Spanish champions for a 26th time.
“They are used to pressure,” Valverde said at a press
conference last night.  “The team have always responded
in difficult games. We are calm but we know we are in the

final stretch now and that always encourages you, it helps
you push through to the end.”  Winning the league early
would allow Barcelona to rest players and focus on their
Champions League semi-final against Liverpool. The first
leg is at Camp Nou on May 1. 

They are in contention to win the treble too, with a
Copa del Rey final to come against Valencia in Seville on
May 25. “The players look fine to me,” Valverde said. “It is
normal that at this point you notice a bit of fatigue but we
let ourselves be spurred on by our motivation. When you
have challenges ahead, your legs always feel fresh.” 

Barcelona have been La Liga’s frontrunners for
months, with Atletico Madrid struggling to exert any real
pressure and Real Madrid languishing 13 points behind in
third. “It is true that when you win something surprisingly,
the joy is greater,” Valverde said. 

“And when you have a big lead, it becomes pre-
dictable. But a predictable victory can also be a great
victory.  “Last year we were top with a big advantage and
this year it is the same.”  — AFP


