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Chelsea close in on 
Higuain, Morata 
set for Atletico 
LONDON: Chelsea are set to add some much-needed firepower
by reuniting manager Maurizio Sarri with Argentine striker Gon-
zalo Higuain, according to widespread reports yesterday.
Higuain, 31, is halfway through a season-long loan at AC Milan
from Juventus, with an option to make the deal permanent. How-
ever, Chelsea have reportedly reached an agreement with the
Italian sides to bring Higuain on loan with the option to make
the deal permanent or extend the loan for another 12 months at
the end of the season.

As a result of Higuain’s arrival, Alvaro Morata is set to leave
Chelsea to return to Spain at Atletico Madrid on loan. Higuain
scored a record 36 Serie A goals under Sarri at Napoli before
moving to Juventus in 2016 for then the third-highest transfer
fee of all time in a 90 million euro move ($103 million). After win-
ning two league titles with the Bianconeri, though, he was forced
out by the signing of Cristiano Ronaldo in July.

Milan paid 18 million euros to sign Higuain on loan, with a
clause to make the deal permanent for a further 36 million euros.
Yet he has struggled to settle at the San Siro, scoring eight goals
in all competitions and was heavily criticized for a meltdown that
saw him sent off in a 2-0 defeat to Juventus in November.
Higuain only made a late appearance as a substitute when the
sides met again, with Juventus 1-0 victors on Wednesday in the
Italian Super Cup, which was held in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia.

Milan boss Gennaro Gattuso insisted Higuain had been suf-
fering from a fever, but admitted earlier this week that the striker
was determined to link up once more with Sarri.  — AFP

BERLIN: Bayern Munich are feeling bullish in
their bid to charge down Bundesliga leaders
Borussia Dortmund as the German champions
kick off the second half of the season with Fri-
day’s trip to Hoffenheim. For the first time since
January 2011, Bayern are not top of the league
after the winter break as they trail Dortmund by
six points, but Niko Kovac’s side are confident
they can overtake their rivals and win their sev-
enth straight Bundesliga title.

“There is no one here who is not convinced
we will be champions — six points is not the end
of the world,” said defender Niklas Suele, who
is likely to partner Jerome Boateng at centre-
back at Hoffenheim at the expense of the out-
of-favour Germany defender Mats Hummels.
Captain Manuel Neuer said that “nothing else
interests us” but winning the league after Bayern
beat Borussia Moenchengladbach on penalties
in the final of a four-team mini tournament in
Duesseldorf, while Bayern’s sporting director
Hasan Salihamidzic boasted that “experience is
often important and we have a team who have
experienced everything”.

Former Germany captain and Bayern great
Lothar Matthaeus said the title will be decided
by which team best adapts to their new role in
the title race. “Dortmund are the hunted and
Bayern are the hunters,” he said. “That is a new
role for both teams — whoever can handle it
best will win the title.” In the Bundesliga warm-
up, 18-year-old Canadian rising star Alphonso
Davies made his Munich debut after his $13 mil-
lion (11.4m euros) signing from MLS team Van-

couver Whitecaps, a sign of Bayern’s transfer
policy of seeking youngsters to replace their
ageing stars and bolster their squad. France
World Cup-winner Benjamin Pavard, 22, is al-
ready confirmed as joining from Stuttgart in July,
and Bayern are also chasing Chelsea winger Cal-
lum Hudson-Odoi, 18, defender Lucas Hernandez
from Atletico Madrid and RB Leipzig’s Germany
striker Timo Werner, both 22.

‘Stay cool’ 
Dortmund face a tricky away tie in Saturday

evening’s big match at fourth-placed RB Leipzig,
but are taking Bayern’s public display of confi-
dence in their stride. “It’s just one game — noth-
ing more. What else should Bayern say in their
situation?” said Dortmund midfielder Axel Wit-
sel. “You have to see the thing through, on every
occasion, and stay cool in every situation.” 

After a winter training camp in Marbella,
which included wins over Dutch teams Feyeno-
ord and Willem II plus Bundesliga rivals Fortuna
Duesseldorf, Dortmund are quietly confident,
with captain Marco Reus having recovered from
a stomach illness. Striker Paco Alcacer, who has
scored 12 goals in as many league games, is still
struggling with a leg injury.

With Manuel Akanji sidelined long-term,
Omer Toprak and midfielder Julian Weigl are
likely to form a makeshift centre-back part-
nership in Leipzig. After one of the best starts
to a season in their history, Dortmund have
good reason to let Bayern worry about catch-
ing them, after collecting 42 points and scor-

ing 44 goals in 17 league games. “I’m opti-
mistic, but we can’t afford to make any more
mistakes,” admitted Bayern midfielder Joshua
Kimmich after the Bavarians uncharacteristi-

cally lost to Hertha Berlin, Gladbach and
Dortmund in the first half of the season. “After
the game at Hoffenheim, we’ll know where we
really stand.” — AFP

Bayern convinced they can catch 
Dortmund as Bundesliga returns

Henry, Vieira reunion 
ends in a stalemate 
PARIS: It was honors even between Thierry Henry and Patrick
Vieira as the old France and Arsenal teammates clashed for the
first time as coaches on Wednesday in a controversy-laden 1-1
draw between Monaco and Nice. The presence of the two
greats in the respective dugouts made an international event out
of what is usually little more than a hotly contested local derby
on the Cote d’Azur.

It was a spicy encounter, with Allan Saint-Maximin putting
Nice ahead before youngster Benoit Badiashile levelled for the
hosts in the second half. Nice played half the game with 10 men
but also saw Saint-Maximin miss a great chance to win all three
points when he had a late penalty saved. Members of France’s
1998 World Cup-winning side and later colleagues for six years
in Arsene Wenger’s Arsenal team, Henry and Vieira embraced
warmly before kick-off at the Stade Louis II. They did so again
at full-time, both allowing themselves a smile even though the
stalemate did not satisfy either man. “It was strange,” Henry said
about taking on his old friend.

“We played together for a long time and we came up the
steps together,” from the dressing rooms. “We had a little chat
but we were both focused on the match.” Henry’s side are scrap-
ping to pull away from the relegation zone in Ligue 1, and they
remain 19th in the table, three points adrift of outright safety.
They have still not won at home this season. “A point is not
enough, but we could also have been talking about a defeat
here,” he said.

Vieira’s Nice, meanwhile, have lost just once in 10 league
matches but might regret dropping two points in their quest to
qualify for Europe. “Thierry can be pleased, but that said the
draw was the right result,” admitted Vieira, who took over last
year after leaving New York City FC.

Fabregas absent 
Henry, 41, has now won just twice in 11 league games since

being appointed to his first coaching job in October, although
performances have improved since the turn of the year. He will
also wonder how this game might have ended had new signing
Cesc Fabregas been available. The Spaniard — another former
protege of Wenger’s at Arsenal — joined from Chelsea last week
and made his debut at Marseille on Sunday. Unveiled to the media
earlier on Wednesday, he was nevertheless ineligible for this
match because it was originally supposed to be played in Decem-
ber before being postponed due to security concerns linked to
the ‘yellow vest’ protest movement in France. Fabregas instead
watched from the stands, and he saw Saint-Maximin, a former
Monaco player, put Nice in front on the half-hour mark, running
through to score after some sloppy play from the home side.

Penalty miss 
That has characterized Monaco’s season, but they were

helped when Nice were reduced to 10 men in first-half stoppage
time. Ihsan Sacko raked his studs down the calf of Benjamin Hen-
richs, and was shown a straight red card after the referee re-
viewed the images. The hosts then drew level early in the second
half, Badiashile’s header just crossing the line despite the best
efforts of Nice ‘keeper Walter Benitez.

There was controversy as referee Benoit Bastien used VAR
again to give 10-man Nice a penalty in the 76th minute, despite
the footage suggesting that Youcef Atal had dived. Henry will
feel that justice was done, though, as Saint-Maximin’s kick was
saved by Diego Benaglio. The home side could still have won it
late on, but Radamel Falcao’s shot came back off the post, and
Monaco are now just a point clear of bottom side Guingamp,
who defeated Rennes 2-1. Champions League hopefuls Lyon
needed a brilliant late free-kick by Nabil Fekir to grab a point
in a 2-2 draw at Toulouse, while Nimes beat Nantes 1-0. Mar-
seille’s rotten run persisted as they slumped to a 2-1 defeat at
Saint-Etienne despite taking a first-half lead through Dutch
midfielder Kevin Strootman. — AFP

DUSSELDORF: Bayern Munich’s German defender Mats Hummels (L) and Moenchenglad-
bach’s German midfielder Patrick Herrmann vie for the ball during the Telekom Cup football
match between FC Bayern Munich and Borussia Moenchengladbach. — AFP 


