
Judgement day
for Real as
Zidane’s second
coming begins
MADRID: Zinedine Zidane returned to save
Real Madrid and the time has come for results.
In a packed-out press conference under the
Santiago Bernabeu in March, the club’s presi-
dent Florentino Perez delivered the grandest of
re-introductions. 

“We need to start working on a glorious
new era,” said Perez. “That is why we welcome
back Zinedine Zidane.”  Some might have
expected a bounce but nobody blamed the
coach when performances continued to drag
and the gap behind Barcelona, rather than nar-
rowing, widened. 

Zidane took over a team with nothing to
play for and a squad he knew was in need of
reform. He knew because he had left it nine
months earlier, just before it was broken. There
was no quick fix. In his 11 games at the end of
last season, Madrid won five, the only promise
of progress the words Zidane kept repeating.
“Things will change, for sure,” he said. 

Zidane denied it but they were seen as tri-
als, every line-up scanned for clues as to who
would survive the summer.  Yet in some ways,
none of it mattered and the results, not to
mention attendances at the Santiago
Bernabeu, said as much. “The best thing for us
is that it’s over,” said Zidane, after the season
ended in defeat.

And now it begins again, the season, and
Zidane’s second era as coach. Many wondered
why he came back, risking everything after the
perfection of three Champions League titles
out of three. 

The assumption was he returned to a
stronger hand, able to make demands the club
were ready to meet and with the backing to
rebuild in the way he had always wanted.  He
might have been encouraged too, when Eder
Militao, Ferland Mendy, Luka Jovic, Rodrygo
and Eden Hazard all signed for a total close to
300 million euros. 

Hazard was the headline act, a throw-back
to a previous era that Zidane knew well, when
the world’s most glamorous players seemed to
walk through the doors every year.  “I’m not a
galactico, not yet, but I hope I will be one
day,” said Hazard when he joined.

BALE STALEMATE  
But Madrid’s pockets are not as deep as

they once were and sales were also needed, by
the club and their coach.  Zidane showed no
inclination to make soothe and use Gareth
Bale, instead urging the Welshman to make a

move to China. 
“It is very close,” Zidane said. “We hope he

leaves soon, it would be best for everyone.”
Bale’s agent told AFP Zidane was a “disgrace”
and if the Frenchman had hoped to push the
deal over the line, he would be disappointed as
Madrid changed their mind over the fee.

James Rodriguez is also yet to leave and
there were others that proved more difficult to
bring in such as Paul Pogba and even Neymar.
In other areas, Zidane has resisted change,
backing experience over youth even if many
believed experience last season had turned
into apathy.

Marcelo, Casemiro and Keylor Navas have
stayed while Marcos Llorente was allowed to
join Atletico Madrid and Sergio Reguilon and
Dani Ceballos were both sent out on loan. For
all the talk of upheaval, Madrid’s line-up
against Celta Vigo on Saturday is likely to have
a distinctly familiar feel.  — AFP

PARIS: Manchester City have been found
guilty by FIFA of breaking the rules on
international transfer and registration of
players aged under 18, world football’s
governing body announced on Tuesday.
The Premier League champions could
have faced a transfer ban, but instead
FIFA’s Disciplinary Committee fined City
370,000 Swiss Francs (339,000 euros or
$379,000).

A FIFA statement said that the punish-
ment “took into account the fact that
Manchester City FC accepted its respon-
sibility”. While confirming they were will-
ing to accept the fine, City claimed the
problems occurred before FIFA clarified
the rules.

The club said in a statement that the
fine concerned “the international transfer
of players under the age of 18, particularly
in relation to their trial periods and partic-
ipation in friendly games.”

“The club accepts responsibility for the
breaches which arose as a result of misin-

terpretation of the regulations in question.
All  of the breaches occurred before
December 2016 when guidance on the
interpretation of the provisions was issued,
since which date Manchester City has
been fully compliant.”

Last year, FIFA cleared City of any
wrongdoing over their 2016 signing of
Benjamin Garre from Velez Sarsfield just
after the Argentinian midfielder’s 16th
birthday.

Also in 2018, two players from the Right
to Dream football academy in Ghana,
Sierra Leone’s George Davies and
Ghanaian Dominic Oduro, told Danish
newspaper Jyllands-Posten that they
signed for City and played in youth match-
es before they turned 18. Both spent two
years at the club.

Davies last played for Riga FC and
Oduro now plays for the Tampa Bay
Rowdies in the United States. City are also
being investigated by both the Premier
League and the Football Association in

England and by UEFA, the governing body
of European football.

The FA said in February it was looking
into allegations that City paid £200,000
($256,000) to winger Jadon Sancho’s
agent when the player was 14 and still at
Watford.

FA rules state that young players can-
not be represented by an agent until the
year they turn 16. Sancho later left City for
Borussia Dortmund. He is now an England
international.

UEFA is focusing on another area and
investigating whether City has breached
Financial Fair Play rules.

City’s English rivals Chelsea are cur-
rently serving a one-year transfer ban
after also being found guilty by the body
in February of breaching regulations relat-
ing to the recruitment of minors.

Barcelona, Real Madrid and Atletico
Madrid have all served recent transfer
bans for breaking FIFA rules on the
issue. — AFP
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Matthaeus:
‘Kovac can build
an era at Bayern’
DORTMUND: Bayern Munich legend
Lothar Matthaeus believes under-fire coach
Niko Kovac can define an era at the club and
walk in the footsteps of managerial greats
Ottmar Hitzfeld and Jupp Heynckes. 

In an interview with AFP ahead of Bayern’s
Bundesliga opener against Hertha Berlin on
Friday, the 1990 World Cup winner said that
Kovac could emulate the achievements of
Bayern’s most successful coaches and lead
the club to Champions League glory. 

“I think Kovac could even build an era in
the way Ottmar Hitzfeld, Jupp Heynckes and
Udo Lattek did at Bayern,” Matthaeus, 58,
told AFP.  Kovac was under constant pressure
in his first year at Bayern last season and
faced repeated criticism from inside the
dressing room, despite eventually leading the
club to the domestic double. 

“He won the double in difficult conditions
last year. He showed he can fight,” said
Matthaeus. “He is a football expert and I think
this season will be easier for him.” Matthaeus,
who won seven Bundesliga titles with Bayern
as a player, said that Kovac has been “left on
his own” by players who had “the ear of the
club bosses”. 

He suggested that the Croatian would find
it easier now that senior players such as Arjen
Robben, Mats Hummels and Franck Ribery
had left Munich. 

“I think the younger players he has now
have the potential, the quality and the mental-
ity that Niko needs to play his kind of foot-
ball,” said Matthaeus.  The 58-year-old said
that he believed Bayern still had the quality to

compete for the Champions League. 
“Bayern have 17 players who are really

at the top level, but they cannot afford to
suffer lots of injuries as they did last year,”
he said. “If any German club is going to win
the Champions League, it will be Bayern,”
he added.

After they took the title race to the final
day of the season in 2018/19, many in
Germany believe that this could be Borussia
Dortmund’s year in the Bundesliga. 

The perennial runners-up have strength-
ened their squad with  Thorgan Hazard, Julian
Brandt and Hummels, and have stated their
intention to end Bayern’s seven-year hege-
mony over the German league.

Yet Matthaeus believes that, despite their
lack of movement in the transfer market,
Bayern remain favourites for the Bundesliga
title.  “Dortmund have invested a lot of mon-
ey, but for me, they still don’t have the quality
Bayern have.”

“There are more Bayern players who
would get into the Dortmund team than vice
versa.” Matthaeus admitted that, in general,
the Bundesliga now lacked the quality of the
English Premier League and the Spanish Liga. 

“Other countries have overtaken us, you
saw that with the English teams last season
and the Spanish teams in the last few years.”
“They are the strongest leagues in the world
in terms of international success.” — AFP

MUNICH: Bayern Munich’s Croatian headcoach Niko Kovac (L) poses with the football club’s
new recruit, Croatian midfielder Ivan Perisic, at Bayern Munich’s headquarters in Munich,
southern Germany, yesterday. Bayern Munich have signed Inter Milan and Croatia winger Ivan
Perisic on a one-year loan deal. — AFP

Wagner looks 
to revive 
underachievers 
Schalke
BERLIN: When David Wagner stepped
down as Huddersfield Town manager in
January, he was convinced his next job
would also be in the Premier League.  He
was wrong. Half a year on, the 47-year-
old German finds himself back in his
home country in charge of Schalke, the
iconic Bundesliga club with whom he
once won the UEFA Cup as a player.

“There weren’t many clubs in
Germany which I would have found as
exciting as the Premier League, but when
Schalke made contact, I made my deci-
sion quickly,” Wagner said, answering
AFP questions ahead of the beginning of
the Bundesliga season this weekend. 

“I know the region, I know how peo-
ple tick here.” Wagner, who was once
Juergen Klopp’s assistant at Borussia
Dortmund, delighted football romantics
the world over when he led lowly
Huddersfield to Premier League promo-
tion in 2017 and then kept them up.

Back in Germany, he faces almost the
opposite task. Having inspired the
Yorkshire minnows to punch sensational-
ly above their weight, he now needs to
cure sleeping giants Schalke of their
chronic underachievement. 

From his two years playing there in
the 1990s, picking up a UEFA Cup win-
ners medal in the 1997 final, Wagner
knows how big expectations are around
the Gelsenkirchen club. “The emotions
and the community at the club are the
same as it ever was, and the expectations
are justifiably big considering the club’s
long history,” he said. 

“On the other hand, the recent history
calls for a bit of realism.” A grand old
darling of Germany’s industrial Ruhr
region, Schalke have lurched from crisis
to calamity in recent years. Wagner is
Schalke’s seventh coach in five years, and
many fans quietly fear that his appoint-

ment will prove to be another false dawn. 
Though determined to prove them

wrong, he has warned that he will pro-
vide no quick fix for Schalke’s troubles. 

“The club has definitely had difficul-
ties in the recent past, but that means it is
also open to change. But we know that
change won’t happen overnight.”

RACISM SCANDAL 
Just a few weeks after making those

comments, Wagner had his first taste of
just how difficult life at Schalke can be.
In August, the club were dragged into a
racism scandal after chairman Clemens
Toennies made highly controversial pub-
lic comments about Africa.

Toennies stepped down for three
months, but the scandal completely over-
shadowed Wagner’s debut in the dugout,
as fans demanded the chairman’s perma-
nent resignation at a cup game last
Saturday. 

Rather than focusing on football,
Wagner has thus spent the last week
treading a difficult political line between
condemning his employer and protecting
the interests of his players, six of whom
are either African or of African descent. 

“We have talked about it in the dress-
ing room and given every player the
opportunity to voice their opinions, also
on a one-to-one basis,” he admitted last
week. Even by Schalke’s standards, the
Toennies affair is a particularly fiery
baptism for a new coach, but Wagner
knows he will have to get used to the off-
field noise.

In the football-mad Ruhr region, the
pressure is often intense, fuelled by vora-
cious media attention, absurdly passion-
ate fans and a fierce rivalry between
Schalke and Dortmund.  For Wagner, the
atmosphere is comparable to the one
which his old friend Juergen Klopp has
tapped into at Anfield. 

“It means the same thing to a guy
from Gelsenkirchen to support Schalke
as it does for a Liverpudlian to support
Liverpool”, he said. Though Wagner still
considers the Premier League to be the
best in the world, Schalke is a far cry
from Huddersfield.  In Yorkshire, he will
be forever a hero. At Schalke, he may be
in for a bumpier ride.  — AFP

Xavi’s Al Sadd 
reach Asian 
Champions
League q-finals
DOHA: Akram Afif and Abdelkarim
Hassan struck in the first half as Al Sadd
beat fellow Qatar giants Al Duhail 3-1 on
Tuesday to reach the AFC Champions
League quarter-finals.

Following a 1-1 draw last week, Al
Sadd outclassed Al Duhail to advance 4-
2 aggregate and give Xavi a shot at an
Asian continental title during his first
season as coach.

In a thrilling match at the Sheikh
Jassim bin Hamad Stadium,  Al Duhail
dominated the early exchanges, with
the highest scorer of this year’s Asia
Cup, Almoez Ali , missing a golden
chance just after three minutes, shoot-
ing wide with only the goalkeeper Saad
al-Sheeb to beat. Al-Sheeb then
brought off two saves in quick succes-
sion in the 10th minute, first producing
a fine dive to stop Edmilson’s shot and
bouncing up quickly to block Youssef
Msakni from the rebound.

But 2011 champions Al Sadd soon

found their groove and created chances
of their own as they began to put pres-
sure on the Al Duhail defence.

Afif, who had scored for Al Sadd last
week, was once again in his element, as
he combined well with Hassan al-Haydos
and Baghdad Bounedjah. But it was Nam
Tae-hee who came up with a brilliant
pass that led to Al Sadd’s first goal in the
20th minute The South Korean, who
moved from Al Duhail in July, split the
defence and sent Bounedjah clear, but
the Algerian international swiftly
squared for Afif who made no mistake
from the top of the box.

Bounedjah then watched in agony as
his effort three minutes later hit the
upright. Al Sadd had momentum and
found their second goal with a cracking
free-kick from Abdelkarim Hassan in the
34th minute after Nam was brought
down by Assim Madibo.

Al Duhail bounced back in the 56th
minute with Edmilson scoring off a pass
from Ali Afif after Almoez Ali had initiat-
ed a counterattack. Bounedjah again hit
the post a few moments later but the
outcome was sealed in the first minute of
stoppage time when Ahmed Yasser’s
attempt to stop an al-Haydos free-kick
resulted in an own goal. Al Sadd will
meet with Saudi Arabia’s Al Nassr in the
quarter-finals. — AFP


