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Aguero, De Bruyne class sees tired
Manchester City past Sheffield United

MANCHESTER: Manchester City shrugged off a tight
turnaround from defeat at Wolves to beat Sheffield
United 2-0 on Sunday thanks to second-half strikes
from Sergio Aguero and Kevin de Bruyne. City boss
Pep Guardiola had lambasted the scheduling that saw
the English champions kick off less than 48 hours after
playing the majority of Friday’s 3-2 defeat at Molineux
with 10 men.

Fatigue seemed to get the better of City in the first
half as the Blades enjoyed the better of the chances and
had a Lys Mousset goal ruled out after a VAR review
for offside. However, the greater individual quality at
Guardiola’s disposal decided the game as De Bruyne
teed up Aguero to smash into the roof of the net seven
minutes after the break.

De Bruyne then rounded off another excellent dis-
play by scoring the second himself with a fine finish
eight minutes from time to inflict United’s first defeat
away from home for nearly a year and bring City back
to within 14 points of runaway Premier League leaders
Liverpool.

“Today I understood why Sheffield United are in the
place they’re in the table,” said Guardiola. “In the first
half we had problems, we changed some things and the
second half was much, much better.”

Despite claiming that the crowded Christmas sched-
uling showed the Premier League and broadcasters
“don’t care” about player welfare, Guardiola made just
three changes to the side that started against Wolves.

City’s sluggish start should have punished by the
visitors with Mousset particularly wasteful. The
Frenchman spurned a glorious early chance to put

United ahead when he get on the end of a floated
Callum Robinson cross but headed wide.

United thought they had claimed the lead on 29 min-
utes when Mousset raced onto a long ball from John
Fleck and fired home. City were furious because they
thought Aguero had been fouled in the build-up but,
while their complaints were brushed aside by referee
Chris Kavanagh, VAR came to their aid by ruling
Mousset was marginally offside.

“If the Mousset goal was not offside, it would have
been very difficult for us,” added Guardiola. “In the
second half we put more players closer to Sergio, and
we passed the ball with more quality.”

It was a let-off for City but they were caught out by
a long ball again soon after as Oliver Norwood picked
out Mousset, who was onside this time but could only
shoot into the side-netting with just Claudio Bravo to
beat.

“You always know when you come to the grounds
like Manchester City you have to take your opportuni-
ties, and unfortunately we didn’t,” said Blades boss
Chris Wilder. “The first goal is the game-changer. We
were in the game and then we had to open up to try to
get back into it and a world-class player finishes us off
in the last ten minutes.”

The lack of a clinical finisher has been the only thing
holding back Wilder’s men, who sit eighth in the table,
on their already impressive return to the Premier
League and they got a lesson in taking their chances
from City’s all-time record scorer soon after the break.

De Bruyne picked out Aguero with a fine through
ball and the Argentine blasted high past Henderson

from a narrow angle. Riyad Mahrez then teed up De
Bruyne to wrap up the points in the closing minutes as

the Belgian finished powerfully after taking a nice touch
inside the area. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s Belgian midfielder Kevin De Bruyne (C) strikes a free kick but misses the target
during the English Premier League football match between Manchester City and Sheffield United at the Etihad
Stadium in Manchester, north west England. — AFP

JOHANNESBURG: Croat Ante Cacic made a win-
ning start at the weekend as coach of Pyramids,
who beat fellow Egyptian club Al Masry 2-1 to
take control of a CAF Confederation Cup group.
Mohamed el Gabbas scored the winner seven min-
utes from time against his former team after
Burkinabe Saidou Simpore had cancelled the lead
Ghanaian John Antwi gave Pyramids.

Winning the top-of-the-table Group A clash in
Mediterranean city Alexandra lifted African debu-
tants Pyramids to nine points from three matches.
Masry have six points after surrendering a six-
match winning streak and Enugu Rangers of
Nigeria and Nouadhibou of Mauritania one each
following a 0-0 draw in Nouakchott.

If expensively assembled Pyramids beat Masry
again on January 12 in Cairo they will clinch a
quarter-finals place in the African equivalent of the
Europa League. Cacic, whose CV includes manag-
ing Croatia for two years from 2015, was hired last
week after two domestic league losses cost
Frenchman Sebastien Desabre his job.  

“This ia a new experience for me with some
risks, but I decided to take it,” said the 66-year-
old Croat before the Masry match. He inherits a
star-stacked squad bankrolled by Emirati Salem al
Shamsi that is dominated by Egyptians, but also
includes players from Burkina Faso, Ghana, Tunisia
and Uganda.

Pyramids are the team to beat in the
Confederation Cup this season as they aim to suc-
ceed another Egyptian club, Zamalek, as trophy-
holders. Cairo-based Al Ahly, whose 19 titles
makes them the most successful club in CAF com-
petitions, have also won the Confederation Cup.

The biggest threats to Pyramids could come
from the other group leaders, Renaissance
Berkane and Hassania Agadir of Morocco and
Horoya of Guinea. Berkane, penalty shootout los-
ers to Zamalek in the last final, walloped Daring
Club Motema Pembe of the Democratic Republic
of Congo 3-0 to build a three-point Group B
advantage. Former French Ligue 1 forward Alain
Traore scored the first goal and created the sec-
ond for Zaid Krouch before Hamdi Laachir com-
pleted the rout.

“We were surprised by their speed,” admitted
Pembe coach Isaac Ngata. “Berkane were much
better than us.”

A Morlaye Sylla goal earned Horoya a 1-0 vic-
tory over Djoliba in Conakry and gave them a
three-point Group C lead over the Malians.
Despite the setback, Djoliba remain best placed to
fill the other quarter-finals slot after Bidvest Wits
of South Africa could only draw 0-0 against Al
Nasr of Libya in Soweto.

After slamming eight goals past Songo of
Mozambique in a two-leg qualifier for the mini-
league stage, Wits have failed to score in three
matches. A spate of injuries forced Hassania
Agadir to make the permitted three substitutions
within 28 minutes of the kick-off as they drew 1-1
with San Pedro of the Ivory Coast in Abidjan.
When a fourth Moroccan was injured in the clos-
ing minutes, his team had to finish the match with
10 men.

Youssef al Falhi gave Agadir a first-half lead
and Roland Zan Bi equalised nine minutes from
time before wasting a chance to snatch victory for
the home side. — AFP
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MILAN: Serie A club Roma yesterday
confirmed negotiations with US billion-
aire Dan Friedkin to buy the Italian club.

“The Friedkin Group are in negotia-
tions related to a potential transaction
involving NEEP Roma Holding Spa and
its subsidiaries - including AS Roma,”
the club said in a statement early yester-
day. It follows reports that the 54-year-
old Texas-based businessman will immi-
nently take over as majority shareholder
from fellow American James Pallotta in a
deal worth up to 780 million euros ($872
million).

“AS Roma informs that no definitive
agreements concerning a transfer ...
have been formalised to date and that
any potential transaction with The

Friedkin Group remains subject to a
successful completion of a legal due
diligence upon the AS Roma Group,”
the statement continued.

According to several media reports, a
preliminary agreement has been reached
with Friedkin to take over from a US
consortium led by Pallotta, who bought
two-thirds of Roma’s shares in 2012.

Since then Pallotta, 61, has been push-
ing for the construction of a new stadium
in Rome, but it remains at a planning
stage.

US-based Pallotta remains unpopular
among club fans for his rare appearances
in Italy and his handling of club legends
Francesco Totti and Daniele De Rossi
who were both pushed out of the club.

Friedkin is the chief executive of
Friedkin Group, the owner of Gulf States
Toyota, an independent vehicle distribu-
tor in the US. Passionate about cinema,
he has also produced several films.

Friedkin’s son Ryan could move to the
Italian capital to manage the club,
according to Italian news agency AGI.

Pallotta, chairman of Boston-based
hedge fund Raptor Capital Management,
may keep a minority stake in the club,
according to reports.

Three-time Italian league champions
Roma, who have not won Serie A since
2001, are currently fourth in the Italian
league, just behind city rivals Lazio.

Their last silverware was the Italian
Cup in 2008.

They reached the Champions
League semi-finals in 2018, but did not
qualify for the European competition
this season. — AFP
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MANCHESTER: The following
are three talking points from the
weekend’s Premier League
action:

VAR NEEDS MORE THAN 
TINKERING

Wolverhampton Wanderers
equalised just before halftime
against Liverpool at Anfield on
Sunday to set-up a thrilling 45
minute battle for the three points.
But in a room more than 200
miles away, Pedro Neto’s goal,
celebrated with wild joy by the
player, was ruled out for a barely
visible offside. Crystal Palace,
Brighton & Hove Albion, Norwich
City and Sheffield United all had
goals ruled out for the slimmest
of margins. “It’s not football any-
more” sang the Sheffield fans at
Manchester City, along with a
shorter, less kind, verdict on VAR
which united both sets of sup-
porters. The system is, as Pep
Guardiola surmised “a big mess”.
Those who believed that the
‘progress’ of technology would
remove the controversy from the
game have been shown to be off
the mark.

Instead it  is the decisions
made in the room by Heathrow
airport that are the controversy.
The handball law has had to be
changed for the VAR-era and
now there are calls for the offside
law to be changed as well.

There is merit in the sugges-
tion, by former Liverpool manag-
er Graeme Souness on Sky
Sports, for the offside law to be
changed so that an attacker is
deemed onside if any part of his
body is onside.

But welcome though that
reform would be, with VAR we
would still be debating the mil-
limetres, just from a different
measuring point. The obvious
answer is to scrap VAR and
return to the fair and honest
assessment of a referee and his

assistants on the field. But too
many in the game have pre-
determined that VAR has to be a
success.

Perhaps the best fans can
hope for is that the use of VAR is
drastically limited and one way
for that to happen is to follow
cricket, tennis and American
football and introduce a limited
two ‘challenges’ per team with
the referees verdict backed when
it is too close to call.

HAALAND DEAL FAILURE 
IS A BLOW FOR UNITED

It was no secret that
Manchester United manager Ole
Gunnar Solskjaer was very keen
to bring in highly-rated 19-year-
old Norwegian compatriot Erling
Haaland in the January window.

Instead the striker moved from
Salzburg to Borussia Dortmund
with media reports suggesting
United had been unable to struc-
ture the deal with Haaland’s agent
Mino Raiola.

United are showing promise
under Solskjaer but if they want
to start competing for the top
prizes again then they need to
start getting their recruitment
right.

WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH...
It’s rarely a foreign manager

with no track record in England
that clubs turn to pull them out of
trouble.

After struggling Watford
turned to Nigel Pearson, they
have won two, drawn two and
lost just once and clawed them-
selves off the bottom of the table.

Now West Ham United have
turned back to David Moyes fol-
lowing the dismissal of Manuel
Pellegrini. The Hammers fans are
reported to be uninspired but
what really matters is that their
team, a point off the drop-zone,
pick up enough points to stay in
the top flight. — Reuters

LONDON: Southampton striker Danny Ings
said he is enjoying football again as his goals
in recent weeks and manager Ralph
Hasenhuettl’s tactical changes have Saints
looking up the Premier League table rather
than down.

Ings scored the equaliser against Crystal
Palace on Saturday for his eighth goal in as
many starts to take his overall tally for the
campaign to 14, as Southampton climbed to
15th with 22 points from 20 games.

The 27-year-old, who played only 14
games in three years at Liverpool due to a
number of injuries, is on course for his best
season since returning to his boyhood club
in 2018.

“It’s a mixture of things. I’m here and
enjoying my football again. I feel absolutely
loved by the fans and my team. So all that
helps,” Ings told the club’s website
https://www.southamptonfc.com/news/2019
-12-29/reaction-danny-ings-southampton-
fc-vs-crystal-palace-pl-19-20.

“I thought we’ve been great the last three
games... we’ve come a long way and that’s
the level we need to be at.” Southampton
were faced with a potentially tough relega-
tion battle after dropping to 19th last month

but have four wins and two draws in the last
eight games heading into Wednesday’s
meeting at home with Tottenham Hotspur.

A major part of their resurgence is down
to Hasenhuettl’s decision to switch to a back
four, abandoning the 3-5-2 and 3-4-3 forma-
tions which failed to click. “We’re a much
more competitive team at the moment,” the
Austrian coach told the British media.

Southampton were humiliated 9-0 at
home by Leicester City in October and lost
their next two games before Hasenhuettl
tweaked the system to earn a 2-2 draw at
Arsenal.

They have since beaten Watford and
Norwich City before losing by narrow mar-
gins to Newcastle United and West Ham
United, but bounced back to overcome
Aston Villa and Chelsea before the draw
against Palace.

“We’ve found a way that works and it’s
not a coincidence that we’re continuously
taking points and we’re able to force
problems for  every opponent ,”
Hasenhuettl added. “The level is now clear,
the benchmark is clear. We’ll  not lean
back. We’ll go forward and try to extend
our performances.” — Reuters
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