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LONDON: Fuelled by the pain of last season’s
Champions League final defeat against
Liverpool, Tottenham manager Mauricio
Pochettino has vowed to take his team to the
next level. AFP Sport takes a look at the north
London club as they bid to win a major trophy
for the first time since 2008.

What to expect
Pochettino was so devastated by

Tottenham’s failure to win the Champions
League for the first time that he hid away in
his Barcelona home for 10 days before finally
resurfacing to begin what he hopes will be an
ambitious new era for his club. While the 2-0
defeat against Liverpool in Madrid denied
Pochettino the first major trophy of his mana-
gerial career, the Argentine is attempting to
turn the page as the new season looms.

But Tottenham chairman Daniel Levy
appears undecided over his manager’s
demands for greater investment. Ahead of
their first full season in their swish new stadi-
um, Pochettino has made it clear Tottenham
must be more ambitious, with the club record
signing of Tanguy Ndombele not enough to
stop him asking for more financial backing
during pre-season.

Adding to Pochettino’s issues, Denmark
midfielder Christian Eriksen has revealed he is

looking for a new challenge, stalling on a new
contract as Manchester United and Real
Madrid wait in the wings. Pochettino is
marching on regardless, showing his ruthless
side by selling under-performing England
defender Kieran Trippier to Atletico Madrid
and considering off-loading Toby
Alderweireld and Danny Rose.

Reaching the Champions League final par-
tially obscured an inconsistent finish to the
domestic season for Tottenham, who finished
fourth in the Premier League after winning
just once in their last five games. In past years
that would still have been cause for celebra-
tion, but Pochettino is dreaming bigger these
days.

New faces
It took Ndombele just one minute and four

touches to show why Tottenham splashed out
around £54 million pounds ($66 million) — a
club record —to sign the France midfielder
from Lyon. The 22-year-old unfurled a per-
fectly weighted pass that allowed Lucas
Moura to score with ease against Juventus in
a pre-season friendly.

Impressing with his power and strength,
Ndombele’s movement and direct approach
have drawn comparisons with former
Manchester City star Yaya Toure, which might

explain why he caught the eye of the Premier
League champions before Tottenham won the
race for his signature. “With that first touch,
he showed his quality, it was amazing,” said
Pochettino. “You see when he touches the ball,
or when he runs, something can happen.”
Having caught the eye in the Champions
League for Lyon, the confident Ndombele
said: “I don’t feel any pressure. I am proud to
be the club record signing.”

Key man
Harry Kane cut a forlorn figure at the end

of the Champions League final after an inef-
fective display that raised questions about
Pochettino’s decision to play the striker in his
first game back after his latest ankle injury.
Kane’s fitness will be firmly in the spotlight
this season following his battle with the ankle
problems that have interrupted his career too
often for comfort.

Although Kane scored 24 goals in all com-
petitions last season, his run of three succes-
sive campaigns with at least 25 Premier
League goals came to an end as a result of the
injury issues. The 26-year-old was a shadow
of his usual dynamic self against Liverpool in
Madrid, but he is confident of returning to
peak form this season.

He has already netted an incredible stop-

page-time winner from the half-way line
against Juventus in a pre-season friendly and
is determined to bounce back as he enters
what should be his prime years. “That’s what
people say. They always say late 20s is when

you start to hit your prime, so we’ll have to
see,” Kane said. “I’m not classed as young
anymore. I’m in a good place. I feel good and
hopefully I can stay as fit as possible through
the season.” — AFP 

Unfinished business fuels 
Tottenham’s ‘new chapter’

LONDON: Spanish goalkeeper Adrian signed for
Champions League holders Liverpool on a free
transfer hours after Simon Mignolet left to return
to his home country and sign for Belgian side Club
Brugge. Adrian, 32, will be an understudy to the
European champions’ first choice ‘keeper Alisson.
The Spaniard has previous experience in the
Premier League having played more than 100
times for West Ham in the past six years.

“I’m very ambitious, I come here to try to win
everything, to try to push Ali from the first minute
and to make us better,” Adrian told the Liverpool
website. “We have many competitions ahead -
we’re going to fight for it and try to get them. “I’m
looking forward to playing my first game at
Anfield and to win as many games as we can.”
Mignolet, capped 22 times by his country, had ear-
lier signed a five-year-deal after passing his med-
ical costing Brugge a reported £6.4 million (7 mil-
lion euros).     

“It’s official, Simon is a Bruges boy!” the
Belgian top flight club said on its website, along-
side a video of Mignolet arriving at his new home.
Mignolet, 31, for his part tweeted a fulsome
farewell to Liverpool. “It’s been a great ride,”
Mignolet said. “There have been ups, downs and
everything in between, but I’ll always look on my
time at Anfield with fondness. “I have no regrets.
I’ve given my all and I’ve always done my best to
wear the shirt with pride, and to represent the
club with dignity and professionalism. “Once part
of the family, always part of the family. Deep inside
I’ll always be a Red.”

Liverpool won the Champions League last sea-
son but the Belgium international hardly figured as
the English outfit conquered Europe for the sixth
time and finished just a point behind Premier
League champions Manchester City. Mignolet
played for Liverpool on more than 200 occasions
after arriving from Sunderland in 2013. 

Captain calm
Liverpool captain Jordan Henderson says man-

ager Jurgen Klopp’s judgment in the transfer mar-
ket should not be questioned despite a lack of
heavyweight signings in the transfer window. The
Reds have added just teenagers Sepp Van Den
Berg and Harvey Elliott to a squad that won the
Champions League and finished second to
Manchester City with the third-highest points
total in Premier League history.

There has been criticism of Klopp for not mak-
ing a significant signing to help his side’s quest for
a first domestic title since 1990, but Henderson
said that was unwarranted. “If the manager hasn’t
signed anyone then he knows better than everyone
else,” said the midfielder. “I think we’ve got a fan-
tastic squad of players, we’ve shown that. We can
use everybody, we’ve got big players (Naby Keita
and Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain) coming back from
long-term injuries, which is like new signings as
the manager says.

“We believe we’ve got a strong group in the
changing room, a strong team, and we’ve just got
to keep learning, keep improving on the training
pitch, keep doing what we’ve been doing for a
long time now, and keep staying hungry for more
success.” Liverpool lost to City on penalties in the
Community Shield on Sunday but their second-
half display suggests they can challenge the reign-
ing champions this season, which gets under way
on Friday when the Reds host Norwich.

However, Henderson stressed the quality of the
performances could be improved despite the
club’s impressive points tally. “We can’t always
think back to what we did last season. We’re look-
ing forward, we want to improve as a team,” he
said. “There were a lot of games last year where
we didn’t play particularly well and play as well as
we like and we did grind results out at times.
“Performance-wise we can be much better and
that’s what we’ve got to focus on. Performance has
got to be improving all the time.” — AFP

Liverpool replace 
Mignolet with 
Adrian for free

LONDON: Tottenham Hotspur’s Brazilian midfielder Lucas Moura (L) celebrates with Tottenham
Hotspur’s Argentinean midfielder Erik Lamela (R) after scoring the opening goal during the 2019
International Champions Cup football match between Tottenham Hotspur and Inter Milan at
Tottenham Hotspur Stadium. — AFP 

Pressure on Lampard 
as Chelsea legend 
faces daunting task
LONDON: Chelsea manager Frank Lampard faces a
daunting task on his return to Stamford Bridge as the
club’s midfield great tries to keep his team competitive
despite a host of issues on and off the pitch. AFP Sport
looks at the west London side ahead of Lampard’s debut
season on the Blues bench:

What to expect
Despite securing a third-place finish in the Premier

League and winning the Europa League with a rout of
London rivals Arsenal, Maurizio Sarri’s decision to join
Juventus in the close-season went unlamented by Chelsea
fans. A large part of their relief at seeing Sarri return to
Italy after only one season lay in the belief that Lampard
would be the man to replace him.

The Blues’ faithful got their wish as Lampard was hired
after just one season in charge at second-tier Derby.
Lampard is well-established as a Chelsea icon, with the
midfielder’s 13-year spell bringing the club’s goal-scoring
record, three Premier League titles, four FA Cups and their
first Champions League crown in 2012. 

But the 41-year-old’s appointment is a significant gam-
ble by Chelsea owner Roman Abramovich and his top aide
Marina Granovskaia. The summer exit of star playmaker
Eden Hazard to Real Madrid and an ongoing transfer ban
leaves the inexperienced Lampard up against it, especially
as he looks set to use gifted but raw youngsters Callum
Hudson-Odoi, Tammy Abraham and Mason Mount to
spearhead his reign.

New faces
With Chelsea’s two-window transfer ban under way for

breaching rules in relation to youth players, Christian
Pulisic is the only new arrival in Lampard’s squad, putting
him firmly in the spotlight as the successor to Hazard. The
promising US winger signed from Borussia Dortmund for
£58 million in January, but was allowed to finish the

Bundesliga season before finally linking up with his new
club in the close-season.

The 20-year-old has the daunting task of filling the
void left by Hazard’s move to Real Madrid. Hazard had a
direct hand in 38 goals last term, scoring 21 and laying on
17 more, but Pulisic’s new teammate Ross Barkley says the
rest of the squad have to share that burden.

“We know he is an exceptional player, but we have
other exceptional players. We have youngsters that will
step up and produce the goods,” Barkley said. Mateo
Kovacic does not count as a new face, but the Croatia
midfielder, who was on loan with the Blues last season, is
now a permanent fixture after completing a £40 million
($49 million) switch.

Key man
Just months after Callum Hudson-Odoi appeared head-

ed for an acrimonious departure, the England winger is set
to become a leading member of Lampard’s youth revolu-
tion. The 18-year-old Londoner handed in a transfer
request in January after Chelsea rejected a bid from
Bayern Munich, but he is now keen to stay after Lampard
convinced him he would play a major role in his team.

Hudson-Odoi, who felt marginalized by Sarri, is set to
sign a new long-term contract according to Lampard.
And in another boost for the new Blues boss, Hudson-
Odoi is on track to feature by September after recover-
ing from a serious Achilles injury suffered in April. His
return cannot come soon enough for Chelsea fans after
he caught the eye with some precocious performances
last season, but it will be fascinating to see if Lampard
can accelerate his development as the expectations and
hype increase. “I am not going to say things that are pie
in the sky but, with his talent, he can be central to this
team and to England,” Lampard said. “He can show, right
here at Chelsea, that he is going to be a world-class
player. I truly believe that.” — AFP 

SALZBURG: Chelsea’s head coach Frank Lampard gestures
from the sidelines during the pre-season friendly football
match between Red Bull Salzburg and Chelsea. — AFP 

Ajax face 
a difficult 
Champs
League playoff 
NYON: Last season’s Champions
League semi-finalists Ajax will take
on either Qarabag or Apoel Nicosia in
this year’s playoff for the group stage
if they find a way past PAOK
Thessaloniki in the third qualifying
round of the showcase European club
competition. The Dutch side do not
get automatic entry to the groups
despite winning the Eredivisie for the
34th time and coming within seconds
of reaching the final of last season’s
campaign.

It is not the easiest of ties for Ajax
who have already lost several players

from their exciting young squad, with
central defender Matthijs de Ligt at
Juventus and midfielder Frenkie de
Jong joining Lionel Messi at
Barcelona. First, however, they have
to see off PAOK, who went unbeaten
on their way to winning the Greek
Super League, finishing five points
ahead of Olympiakos as they claimed
their first league title in more than
three decades.

The first leg of the third round in
Greece takes place on Tuesday, with
the return leg seven days later in
Amsterdam. The playoff ties will be
held on 20/21 and 27/28 August.
Two-time European champions Porto
will face either Istanbul Basaksehir or
Olympiakos if they beat Krasnodar,
while Slavia Prague await the winners
of CFR Cluj and 1967 European
champions Celtic. Red Star Belgrade,
who won the competition in 1991, will
face Swiss outfit Young Boys if they
beat FC Copenhagen.

In the Europa League draw, Torino

and Wolverhampton Wanderers will
meet up in the pick of the playoff ties
if they get past Belarusian side
Shakhtyor and Armenians Pyunik.
Flamboyant Wolves are in Europe for
the first time in 39 years after finish-
ing seventh in the Premier League in
their first year following promotion.
Torino meanwhile, who also finished
seventh but in Serie A, qualified for
the competition after AC Milan
accepted in June a voluntary ban from
European football for the coming sea-
son over breaches of financial fair
play rules.

Roma took fifth-placed Milan’s
place in the group stages, opening
up a preliminary round spot for
Walter Mazzarri ’s  s ide, who
impressed in the second half of last
season. The Europa League draw
also includes s ides from the
Champions League draw, who will
drop into the lower ranked competi-
tion should they lose their third
qualifying round matches.

Pochettino has vowed to take his team to the next level

AMSTERDAM: Ajax’s Danish forward Kasper Dolberg celebrates after scoring his team first goal during the Dutch
Super Cup football final match between Ajax Amsterdam and PSV Eindhoven at the Johan Cruijff Arena. — AFP 

A look at the
world’s most 
expensive defenders
LONDON: Manchester United made Harry Maguire the
world’s most expensive defender yesterday as they
bought the England centre-back from Leicester for a
reported fee of £80 million ($97 million). AFP Sport
looks at the top five most costly defenders of all time:

Harry Maguire, £80 million, Leicester to
Manchester United (August 2019)

The England centre-back was top of Manchester
United’s transfer window shopping list after their
defensive woes last season and boss Ole Gunnar
Solskjaer finally got his man with a fee so huge that
even big-spending Manchester City bowed out of the
race to sign him.

Virgil van Dijk, £75 million, Southampton to
Liverpool (January 2018)

Liverpool paid Southampton a then world-record
fee for a defender to sign the Netherlands centre-half
and Van Dijk has proved a huge success, helping
Liverpool reach two Champions League finals. They
won the second of those, against Tottenham, to be
crowned European champions for a sixth time.

Lucas Hernandez, £68 million, Atletico Madrid to
Bayern Munich (July 2019)

The France international moved to Spain at the age of
four and joined Atletico Madrid’s junior set-up. Hernandez
became a World Cup winner in 2018 and made more than
100 appearances for Atletico before joining Bundesliga
champions Bayern at the end of last season.

Matthijs De Ligt, £67.5 million (could rise to £77 mil-
lion with potential add-ons), Ajax to Juventus (July 2019)

De Ligt made his Ajax and Netherlands debut
aged 17, quickly making the switch from deep-lying
midfielder to centre-back. De Ligt played more than
100 games for Ajax and captained a youthful side to
the semi-finals of the Champions League last season
before joining Italian champions Juventus a month
before his 20th birthday.

Aymeric Laporte, £57 million, Athletic Bilbao to
Manchester City (January 2018)

The French centre-half joined Athletic Bilbao at
the age of 16. Also able to play left-back, Laporte
made more than 200 appearances for Bilbao before
Manchester City signed him for a then club-record
fee in January 2018. He has since won two Premier
League titles at City, as well as League Cup and FA
Cup winners’ medals. — AFP


