
LONDON: Pep Guardiola says Manchester City may
no longer be able to match the standards of the best
teams after a painful defeat against Manchester United
left them 14 points behind Premier League leaders
Liverpool.

Guardiola’s City have been the Premier League’s
outstanding side over the past two years, clocking up
100 points in 2017/18 and retaining the title last term
during their treble-winning campaign. Guardiola hopes
City, who have now lost four of their 16 league games
this season, will be able to learn from their setbacks.

“United have the quality to defend and the quality to
attack on the counter-attack and you have to accept
that,” said the City boss. “That is the level we face
against Liverpool, United, Barcelona, Madrid, Juventus.
They are the teams we have to face and the reality is
maybe we are not able now to compete with them. We
have to improve and accept it and move forward.
Maybe we need to live that as a club to improve, to
accept the reality now and improve.”

Guardiola, however, is not ready to give up on his
side’s title defense and there is also plenty more to play
for in the remainder of the campaign. City have already
qualified for the last 16 of the Champions League ahead
of Wednesday’s final group game against Dinamo
Zagreb, are through to the League Cup quarter-finals
and have a kind draw for the start of their FA Cup
defense next month.

“The reality is we are 14 points behind for the mis-
takes we have done, for the quality of our opponents
and especially, as well, the things we cannot control,”
said Guardiola. “That is the reality but we have to con-
tinue. We are at the beginning of December and we
have other competitions to play in and other games to

fight and improve on. Maybe this is going to help us for
the future so we need to live this as a club to be better.”

KEITA’S QUALITY
Liverpool boss Jurgen Klopp says he has never

doubted the quality of midfielder Naby Keita despite
the Guinea international’s limited impact since his
arrival at Anfield last year. Keita has been confined to a
bit-part role since his £52.75 million ($69 million) move
from RB Leipzig in July 2018 and before Saturday had
played just 14 minutes of Premier League football this
season.

But the 24-year-old, whose Anfield career has been
disrupted by injuries, gave a reminder of his ability with
a goal and an assist on his first top-flight start of the
campaign in Saturday’s 3-0 win at Bournemouth.
Klopp, who has reassured Keita about his lack of first-
team opportunities, admits the relentless form of his
league leaders and a series of tight matches have made
it difficult to give him minutes.

“Naby had injuries, the team is in really good shape,
so then do you change?” said Klopp. “We are not fly-
ing, it’s not like we won all of the games 4-0, or 5-0, so
we had to bring on a player who helps us with defend-
ing set-pieces. Then Naby is sitting outside thinking,
‘why don’t I play?’ I get all that. So we stayed in con-
tact, we talked and we spoke a lot about it.”

Klopp said he never questioned the player’s quality.
“It was just unlucky and in life you need luck always,”
he said. “He started (his Liverpool career) really well-
everybody forgot that-then got injured. And again we
had two really good seasons.”

Liverpool last lost a league game in early January
but despite an eight-point lead over second-placed

Leicester, Klopp is not getting carried away. “I don’t
know if it’s so special because we don’t think about
it,” he said of the unbeaten run. We get confronted
with our winning streak always after the game, that’s
the only moment. From that moment on, nobody
thinks about it.”

Klopp believes resting and rotating his players will

be key to successfully negotiating a hectic December
schedule, during which they are competing in multiple
competitions. “It was wonderful-maybe the best thing of
the (Bournemouth) game-we didn’t have to use Sadio
Mane,” said the German boss, whose team must avoid
defeat against Salzburg on Tuesday to guarantee reach-
ing the Champions League knockout stages.”  —  AFP
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AC Milan get back on track

MILAN: Daniele Ragatzu struck late as
Cagliari snatched a 2-2 draw at Sassuolo to
reclaim fourth spot in Serie A on Sunday, as
AC Milan beat Bologna 3-2 to return to the
top half of the table. Fiorentina fell to their
fourth consecutive defeat, 2-1 at Torino,
while Cagliari left it late thanks to Ragatzu’s
90th-minute equaliser having grabbed vic-
tory against Sampdoria on Monday five
minutes into added time. The Sardinian side
move fourth, four points behind third-
placed Lazio, and level on 29 points with
fifth-placed Roma. Inter Milan remain top
after their goalless draw against Roma on
Friday with champions Juventus two points
behind after falling to their first defeat of
the season 3-1 at Lazio on Saturday. — AFP

Marseille keep pace with PSG

PARIS: Marseille kept pace with Ligue 1
leaders Paris Saint-Germain on Sunday
after coming from behind to beat Bordeaux
3-1 and rack up a sixth straight win that
keeps them five points behind the champi-
ons. Jordan Amavi, Morgan Sanson and
Nemanja Radonjic hit the decisive goals in
front of a raucous crowd of around 52,000
as Andre Villas-Boas’ side maintained a hot
streak that has seen them rise to second in
the French top flight. While a real challenge
to PSG’s domestic supremacy will be diffi-
cult, a return to the Champions League is
looking more likely after another exciting
performance led by Dimitri Payet. — AFP

Getafe close gap with Sociedad

MADRID: Real Sociedad clung on to
fourth place in La Liga but saw their two-
point advantage over nearest challengers
Getafe wiped out after being held to a
goalless draw away to Real Valladolid on
Sunday. Getafe earned a 1-0 win away to
Eibar earlier on Sunday thanks to a sec-
ond-half strike from Angel Rodriguez, tak-
ing them fifth in the standings on 27
points, level with fourth-placed Sociedad
after 16 games. Athletic Bilbao are sixth
on 26 points after losing 3-2 at Real Betis,
while Atletico Madrid slipped to seventh
on 26, having drawn 0-0 at Villarreal on
Friday. — Reuters

Ten-man Celtic down Rangers

GLASGOW: Steven Gerrard lamented a
huge missed chance to land his first silver-
ware as Rangers manager as 10-man
Celtic claimed a 10th straight Scottish
domestic trophy with a 1-0 win over their
fierce rivals in Sunday’s League Cup final.
Christopher Jullien scored the only goal on
the hour mark, but Neil Lennon’s men had
goalkeeper Fraser Forster to thank for a
string of saves, including from Alfredo
Morelos’ second-half penalty after Jeremie
Frimpong was sent off for bringing down
the Colombian striker. Rangers enjoyed by
far the better of the play and the chances
even when Celtic had their full complement
but could not find a way past the inspired
Forster and remain without a major trophy
since 2011. — AFP

Guardiola admits Man City
standards have slipped

Klopp says he never doubted Keita’s quality 

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s Spanish manager Pep Guardiola reacts on the touchline during the English
Premier League football match between Manchester City and Manchester United at the Etihad Stadium in
Manchester, north west England, on December 7, 2019. — AFP

Euro RoundupFree-scoring
Salzburg
pose serious threat
to leaky Liverpool
LONDON: Liverpool travel to Salzburg today needing to
avoid defeat to the confident Austrian champions to
guard against an embarrassing Champions League group
stage exit for the holders. Jurgen Klopp’s men are used to
getting through to the knockout stages the hard way. In
each of the past two seasons they have needed home
wins to secure a place in the last 16 before going on to
make the final.

However, the spectre of a free-scoring Salzburg, led by
the Champions League’s top scorer in Erlin Braut Haaland
spells trouble for an injury-hit Liverpool backline that has
consistently leaked goals this season despite streaking
clear at the top of the Premier League.

The Reds’ recorded a first clean sheet in 14 games in
Saturday’s 3-0 win at Bournemouth, but lost another cen-
tre-back as Dejan Lovren limped off in the first half.
Should the Croatian miss the trip to Austria, Joe Gomez
will be Klopp’s only fit partner for Virgil van Dijk in cen-
tral defense.

Van Dijk narrowly missed out to Lionel Missi in the
battle for the Ballon d’Or last week in recognition of the
transformative effect he has had on Liverpool’s fortunes
over the past two years. But even the towering Dutchman
has been incapable of stopping the steady flow of goals
against in recent months.

Injuries have meant there has been a constant rotation
of Lovren, Gomez and Joel Matip alongside Van Dijk,
while the attacking impetus offered by full-backs Andy
Robertson and Trent Alexander-Arnold leaves space in

behind to be exploited.
Goalkeeper Alisson Becker also missed the first two

months of the season due to a calf injury to further unset-
tle the backline. The Brazilian is now back, but another
injury to Fabinho has robbed the back four of the best
player to protect them in the holding midfield role.

TOPSY-TURVY FIRST MEETING
“I forgot how it feels, to be honest,” said Klopp on

finally ending the long wait for a clean sheet at the week-
end. “It’s great, we should have them more often. It was
the most-used word in the dressing room by the boys -
‘clean sheet, clean sheet, clean sheet’. Obviously every-
body was desperate for that, now we have it so let’s have
it more often. The next game where a clean sheet would
be useful is already around the corner, against Salzburg
[today].”

That is easier said than done as Liverpool know from
their first meeting with Jesse Marsch’s men in October.
The hosts seemed to be cruising to another Anfield win in

the Champions League as they raced into a 3-0 lead, but
Salzburg hit back to level at 3-3 before Mohamed Salah’s
winner ensured Liverpool edged a seven-goal thriller.

Salzburg have scored 87 goals in 24 games in all com-
petitions this season, 28 of which have come from
Norwegian wonderkid Haaland in just 21 appearances.
The 19-year-old started on the bench when the sides met
at Anfield due to injury, but came on to inspire the visi-
tors’ revival in the second half and scored one of his eight
Champions League goals.

“He’s not the only threat from Salzburg but he’s a
proper one,” said Klopp of the danger posed by Haaland
ahead of the sides’ first clash. Salzburg need to win to
make the last 16 on their first appearance in the group
stage in 25 years. A point would be enough for Liverpool
to progress, but they need to win to secure top spot in
Group E ahead of Napoli. Given Liverpool’s paucity of
clean sheets and Salzburg’s thirst for goals, attack would
appear to be the best form of defense for the European
champions.  — AFP

Three things we
learned from
Premier League
LONDON: Liverpool’s relentless march
to a first English title since 1990 gath-
ered pace with a comfortable win at
Bournemouth, while Manchester City’s
defense of the trophy was hit  by a
painful defeat against rivals Manchester
United. Fuelled by Jamie Vardy’s blister-
ing form, Leicester have emerged as the
closest challengers to Liverpool. AFP
Sport looks at three things we learned
from the Premier League weekend:

SOLSKJAER’S BIG WEEK
Seven days ago Ole Gunnar Solskjaer

was fielding questions over whether he is
the man to return Manchester United to
their former glories after a 2-2 home
draw with Aston Villa left the Red Devils
in ninth and with just four wins from
their opening 14 Premier League games.

A week on and Solskjaer has secured
the two biggest victories of his time in
charge since a famous 3-1 win at Paris
Saint-Germain in the Champions League
in March helped turn his caretaker spell
in charge into a full-time position.

United have beaten Tottenham on
Jose Mourinho’s return to Old Trafford
and now Manchester City 2-1 to climb
up to fifth and within five points of the
top four. On both occasions the score-
line arguably flattered the losing side

with Solskjaer’s vision slowly coming to
fruition.

Marcus Rashford has  a l ready
matched his previous season’s best for
goals with 13, Fred has enjoyed two of
his best games since a £50 mil l ion
move from Shakhtar Donetsk 18 months
ago, Aaron Wan-Bissaka was outstand-
ing in nullifying the threat of Raheem
Sterling and Harry Maguire marshalled
his defence resolutely under a late City
bombardment.

There is still much to do for Solskjaer
to convince the doubters, not least
catching Chelsea in fourth to secure a
return to the Champions League next
season, but this was undoubtedly his
best week as permanent United boss.

KLOPP RELISHES LIVERPOOL
SHUTOUT

Jurgen Klopp admitted Liverpool’s
first clean sheet in 14 games was the talk
of the dressing room after the leaders’ 3-
0 win at Bournemouth. Klopp’s side
made it 33 league games unbeaten as
they maintained an eight-point lead over
second-placed Leicester.

Goals from Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain,
Naby Keita and Mohamed Salah earned
the victory, but it was Liverpool’s first
shutout since September 28 that pleased
Klopp the most. “I forgot actually how it
feels, to be honest. It’s great, we should
have that more often,” Klopp said.

“For the boys, that was the most used
word in the dressing room when I came
in, ‘clean sheet, clean sheet, clean sheet’.
Obviously everybody was desperate for
that and now we have it, so let’s have it
more often.”

LEICESTER HAPPY TO STAY IN
THE SHADOWS

With Jamie Vardy on the kind of hot
streak he last managed when Leicester
won their fairytale title in 2016, Brendan
Rodgers’ side have become the last hope
of a competitive race to be crowned
kings of English football.

Liverpool have left Manchester City
trail ing in their wake, but Leicester
remain in the hunt after Vardy’s double
inspired a 4-1 rout of Aston Villa. Vardy,
the Premier League’s leading scorer with
16 goals this term, has netted in eight
successive games, recalling his 11-match

scoring streak from 2015-16. The Foxes
have reeled off a club record eight con-
secutive top-fl ight victories, but
Rodgers has no intention of talking up
his team’s title chances. 

“I don’t think anyone expects us to
be near the top. We respect that, we
get on with our work and keep devel-
oping as a team,” Rodgers said. “It’s
just natural, Man City and Liverpool
are both incredible teams. We know we
are looking to improve and close the
gap. We have finished ninth in the last
two seasons but today we looked like a
top team.” — AFP

LIVERPOOL: Liverpool players attend a training session at Melwood in Liverpool, north west England yesterday on the
eve of their UEFA Champions League Group E football match against Salzburg. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester United’s Norwegian manager Ole Gunnar Solskjaer gives a
thumbs up on the touchline during the English Premier League football match between
Manchester City and Manchester United at the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west
England, on December 7, 2019. — AFP


