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Solskjaer does not fear for his 
future at Man Utd despite sackings

MANCHESTER: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer says
he does not fear for his future as
Manchester United manager despite a
spate of Premier League sackings as he
prepares to face his predecessor Jose
Mourinho.

Spurs turned to Mourinho after dismiss-
ing Mauricio Pochettino last month, while
Arsenal and Watford have subsequently
sacked Unai Emery and Quique Sanchez
Flores. Solskjaer is under increasing pres-
sure, with United ninth in the Premier
League, 22 points behind leaders Liverpool
and eight off a top-four spot as they pre-
pare for Wednesday’s match against
Tottenham.

“No, it doesn’t make me more con-
cerned,” Solskjaer said at his pre-match
press conference on Tuesday.  “I’m just
focusing on my job and that’s just doing as
well as I can, and look forward to the next
game, and look long-term, plan things with
board.

“It’s that time of year. It’s never nice to

see your colleagues lose your jobs — three
in a very short space of time. “It’s a game of
margins,” he added. “Sometimes you have
luck, sometimes you don’t, but it doesn’t
make me any more concerned that it’s
December. “I’m good, absolutely no prob-
lem. Sometimes you laugh when you read
stories about what I’ve said and stuff, at
least I know the sources are just made up,
blatant lies.”

The United boss bemoaned his team’s
failure to turn draws into wins, saying they
were not getting the results their football
deserved. The club are winless in three
games and Solskjaer’s job will not get any
easier with a derby against Manchester
City on Saturday to follow the game against
Mourinho’s Spurs side.

The Norwegian, though, dismissed any
need for crisis talks with the United board.
“Three days or four days are not going to
change a whole lot, but these two games
are great chances for us to prove things and
prove to ourselves that we can continue in

the vein we have had against some of the
better sides,” he said.

Solskjaer expects Mourinho to receive a
warm welcome when he returns to Old
Trafford a year after being sacked, having
won the League Cup and Europa League
during his time in charge. “We know we
have to improve, we are working hard to do
that right and when you change a manager
halfway through the season (it) isn’t where
it is supposed to be,” said the Norwegian.

“I don’t think whoever the manager of
the opposition team is will change their
motivation (of the players),” he said. “They
are motivated to do well for Man Utd,
because they know it’s about improving
every day in training and every time you
step on that pitch it’s a chance to prove you
can be part of this long term. That has
always been the case at Man Utd.” United
will still be without the injured Paul Pogba
but Scott McTominay and Nemanja Matic
will be assessed as Solskjaer looks at his
midfield options. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester United’s Norwegian manager Ole Gunnar Solskjaer
applauds supporters as he leaves after the English Premier League football match
between Manchester United and Aston Villa at Old Trafford in Manchester, north west
England, on December 1, 2019. The game finished 2-2. —AFP

LONDON: Jose Mourinho says his time at
Manchester United is “a closed chapter” and he is
only interested in beating them when he takes his
in-form side to Old Trafford today. It is the new
Tottenham manager’s first return to the touchline
at United’s home ground since his sacking by the
club last December.

“This is a closed chapter for me,” said
Mourinho, who has won all three of his matches in
charge of Spurs. “I left the club, I took my time to
process everything that happened, I took my time
to prepare myself for the next challenge.

“Honestly, United for me is in my book of expe-
riences, it’s in my history book.” United are strug-
gling under Mourinho’s successor, Ole Gunnar
Solskjaer, but go into the game just two points
behind fifth-placed Spurs.

“It is not for me to analyse United now,”
Mourinho said at his pre-match press conference.
“I analyse them as an opponent, how they play.
How can we beat them? How can they beat us?
For me that is the important thing.”

Mourinho is excited about the prospect of
returning to Old Trafford. He said: “I feel good, I
like to play big matches, I like to play against the
best teams and go back to a place where I was
happy.

“I have a great relationship with the
Manchester United supporters. I went back as a
pundit and I was humbled by such a beautiful
reception. “Tomorrow I go back as the coach of
the team that will try and beat Manchester United.

“I understand that what they want is the exact
opposite of what I want. Of course during the
match I expect them to forget me.” — AFP
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LONDON: Liverpool  midf ie lder Alex Oxlade-
Chamberlain says the Premier League leaders are
going into every game believing they can win after
racking up 13 victories in 14 games.

Jurgen Klopp’s unbeaten side have dropped just
two points this season and established an eight-point
advantage over second-placed Leicester. But even
the pressure of maintaining their winning run, which

appears to grow with every game for a club search-
ing for their first league title since 1990, has not
affected the mentality within the club, according to
Oxlade-Chamberlain.

“I’m going into it (a game) with the mindset that
we’re going to win. I think that’s how we all feel,” the
England international told the PA news agency.
“We’re going into the games expecting ourselves to
win and anything else we’re disappointed with.”

He added: “I think that’s the mentality you need
to be successful, to have those high standards that
nothing else is acceptable. Then you’ve got to let
h is tory take i ts  course .”  Liverpool  are  f i rm
favourites to end their title drought but midfielder
Oxlade-Chamberlain said they needed to remain
mentally strong.

“You’ve got to just keep going out and churning

out results,” he said. “There might be a time where
results don’t go so well and people maybe close the
gap a little bit. “We’ve got to be also ready for those
moments mentally as a team to just keep going and
see what happens.”

Liverpool’s next match is the Merseyside derby at
home to struggling Everton on Wednesday, with the
Reds unbeaten against their local rivals at Anfield
since 1999. But Klopp’s side have not kept a clean
sheet at home all season and are without suspended
first-choice goalkeeper Alisson Becker.

“I don’t think we’re leaking loads of goals but
probably just a few little silly mistakes here and there
all over the pitch,” said Oxlade-Chamberlain. “But
even when we have been conceding, we’re still finding
a way to come up with the goods and most of the time
at the minute it’s been winning the game.” — AFP

Liverpool belief 
is sky-high, says 
Oxlade-Chamberlain

MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola says he will not be
splashing out in January to revive Manchester City’s
flagging Premier League title fortunes despite the
yawning gap to leaders Liverpool.

The champions, in third place and trailing Jurgen
Klopp’s men by 11 points after 14 matches, visit
Burnley yesterday. City have gone seven games with-
out a clean sheet, which Guardiola said was not “good
enough” and the club have been linked with Leicester
City defender Caglar Soyuncu.

But he played down the idea of buying a centre-
back when the transfer window re-opens next month.
Instead he will keep his faith in Fernandinho and await
the return of Aymeric Laporte after a lengthy absence
with a knee injury.

Asked if City’s transfer strategy had changed,
Guardiola said: “No. I don’t want any players in
January. “If we cannot do it in summer, we cannot
do in January. When they come for an incredible
opportunity in January for the next four, five, six
years, maybe we could think about it, but that is
not possible.

“Normally the players we could think it would be
interesting to add something for our squad, they are
not going to sell.” Since losing Laporte in August, and
following the exit of captain Vincent Kompany,
Guardiola has deployed Fernandinho, usually a holding
midfielder, in defence.

And he will turn to the Brazilian again at Turf Moor
despite the direct approach of the hosts and aerial
and physical threat of Burnley forward pair Ashley
Barnes and Chris Wood.

“Fernandinho is not the reason why we win or lose.
When we beat Chelsea, everyone said how fantastic
Fernandinho was,” said Guardiola. “When we don’t
win it’s because of Fernandinho. It will be my decision.

I like him in that position because of the build-up for
the fast, for the long balls, many things.”

City will be without the suspended Ilkay Gundogan
in midfield and striker Sergio Aguero, the matchwin-
ner at Burnley last season, with a thigh injury that will
also rule him out of Saturday’s Manchester derby.

City have won just one of their past five games in
all competitions but England defender John Stones
believes leaders Liverpool will now face added pres-
sure to stay at the top. “It’s very difficult to be out in
front and you can sometimes be complacent and not
do things you should do. That’s when you can slip
up,” he said.

“We put a healthy pressure on our shoulders to say
we can achieve this, and we can claw back points and
close the gap. We’re still the champions and we should
have that healthy arrogance about it.” —AFP

LONDON: File photo shows Manchester City’s Spanish manager Pep Guardiola reacts during the English Premier
League football match between Newcastle United and Manchester City at St James’ Park in Newcastle-upon-Tyne,
north east England. — AFP
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Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE

Chelsea v Aston Villa 22:30
beIN Sports HD 3
Leicester City v Watford 22:30
beIN Sports HD 4
Manchester United v Tottenham 22:30
beIN Sports HD 2
Southampton v Norwich City 22:30
beIN Sports HD 5
Wolverhampton  v W Ham United 22:30
beIN Sports HD 7
Liverpool v Everton 23:15
beIN Sports HD 1

PARIS: Virgil van Dijk said that seeing four Liverpool
players finish in the top 10 in the ranking for this year’s
Ballon d’Or can be an extra source of motivation for the
Anfield club in their quest for more on-field success this
season.

“Obviously the season we had was outstanding. We had
even more players than that on the total shortlist so every-
one can be proud of the achievement,” said Van Dijk after
coming second behind Lionel Messi at the awards cere-
mony in Paris on Monday.

Sadio Mane finished fourth, Mohamed Salah was fifth,
and goalkeeper Alisson Becker came seventh in the voting
by journalists from around the world for the prize organ-
ised by France Football magazine.

Roberto Firmino, Trent Alexander-Arnold and
Georginio Wijanldum had also been nominated after star-
ring as Jurgen Klopp’s side won the Champions League
last season. In addition, Alisson won the new Yashin
Trophy awarded to the best goalkeeper of the year. “I
think we could have even have had a couple more players
in it, but we had a fantastic season last year and it should
help motivate us to keep doing what we are doing, work-
ing even harder and try to achieve even more than we did
last year,” added Van Dijk.

Liverpool are eight points clear at the top of the
Premier League, raising expectations that they will finally
go on to win a first league title in three decades.
Netherlands defender Van Dijk, 28, has been an inspired
signing by Liverpool, and his second place in the Ballon
d’Or voting comes after he also finished second to Messi
in the voting for FIFA’s The Best prize in September.

He had been hoping to become the first defender to win
the Ballon d’Or since Fabio Cannavaro in 2006. “To be
absolutely honest I never thought I would be up for a
Ballon d’Or until I was actually nominated,” said the former
Celtic and Southampton player.

“It says a lot about how my career has been. It has nev-
er been easy. My career is just different than the winner
here. “I came late but I never gave up on my dreams. I had
to work very hard every step of the way. Where I am right
now is just something I am very proud of.” —AFP

Ballon d’Or showing 
can spur Liverpool to 
more success: Van Dijk

LONDON: Chelsea striker Tammy
Abraham faces a late fitness test before
today Premier League match against Aston
Villa as the 22-year-old recovers from a
hip issue, manager Frank Lampard said
yesterday.

England international Abraham, who is
Chelsea’s top scorer this season with 11
goals in all competitions, sustained the
injury after falling awkwardly in his team’s
2-2 Champions League draw at Valencia
last week.

Although Abraham played down con-
cerns over the injury, he missed Chelsea’s 1-
0 defeat by West Ham United last Saturday,
with his replacement Olivier Giroud looking
rusty. “We’re giving (Abraham) every
opportunity to play tomorrow,” Lampard
told a news conference. “We will make the
call tomorrow, he has a bit of pain.

“You can’t isolate it to one player and
game. He can’t just be the reason for losing
the game (against West Ham).” Midfielder

Ross Barkley (illness) will miss the match
while defender Antonio Rudiger (groin)
could return in the next 10 days.

Today’s match will mark the first time
former Chelsea captain and current Villa
assistant manager John Terry returns to
Stamford Bridge as an opponent. Former
Derby County boss Lampard, who faced his
former team mate in the Championship
(second tier) last season, said he had great
respect for Terry’s work under Villa manag-
er Dean Smith.

“It’s more about John and the reception
he’ll quite rightly get from Chelsea fans -
greatest captain, won everything,” Lampard
said. “The fans will certainly show their
appreciation and it’ll be emotional for John.
I’ll be pleased to see his face. We spoke last
week, we’re regularly in conversation, but
both working hard on our jobs.” Fourth-
placed Chelsea are looking to return to win-
ning ways following defeats by champions
Manchester City and West Ham. —Reuters

Chelsea to take late call on
Abraham for Villa clash

VALENCIA: File photo shows Chelsea’s English striker Tammy Abraham is helped after result-
ing injured during the UEFA Champions League Group H football match between Valencia CF
and Chelsea FC at the Mestalla stadium in Valencia on November 27, 2019.— AFP


