
MANCHESTER: Aymeric Laporte hailed the influence
of Vincent Kompany after Manchester City’s inspira-
tional captain struck a stunning winner in the critical
Premier League clash with Leicester.

The long-serving defender once again proved the
man for the big occasion as he netted with a ferocious
long-range strike 20 minutes from time to settle a tense
encounter at the Etihad Stadium on Monday.

The 1-0 win lifted treble-chasing City back to the
top of the Premier League, one point ahead of
Liverpool, with just one game remaining in a gripping
title race.

Kompany’s decisive contribution ranked alongside
his vital winner against rivals Manchester United during
the 2012 title run-in for importance.

Fitness issues may mean the 33-year-old is no
longer a regular starter but the influence of the three-
time title-winning skipper shows no sign of waning
even though he admits his future is uncertain.

“It is amazing, unbelievable,” said fellow central
defender Laporte. “I never see one goal like that-
maybe because I wasn’t on the pitch, I don’t know-but
we are so satisfied with this game.

“He is a guy (who is) very important for us, for the
club. I think he gives us a lot of things. He is an example
for us.

“We have to improve and keep working with him
because he can give a lot and he is a very good guy on
and off the pitch.”

Kompany’s sensational strike came as City piled
on the pressure in the second half, knowing any-

thing less than a 13th successive league win would
hand the initiative to Liverpool heading into the
final fixtures.

They now know victory over Brighton on Sunday
will see them become the first back-to-back title win-
ners in a decade, regardless of how Liverpool fare
against Wolves.

Laporte said: “We are focused on us. It is the most
important. We have to win every single game and if we
win the next game, we are the champions.”

Kompany, whose contract is up in the summer, shed
a few tears as he set out on the end-of-season lap of
honour ahead of his teammates, but does not want to
retire.

“I do not know at this point,” Kompany told Sky
Sports when asked about his future after the match.

Asked if he will retire, the Belgian said: “Absolutely
not. I am going to play.”

Guardiola’s regard for Kompany’s experience has
been clear in recent weeks, with the veteran selected
for each of the past three league games, against
Manchester United, Burnley and Leicester, with their
title hopes on the line.

But the City boss was equally non-committal on
Kompany’s future.

“At the end of the season we are going to talk to
him,” said Guardiola on whether Kompany will be
handed a new deal.

“He is an incredible human being. He helped me a lot
since I’ve been here. Always we can count on him for
his personality.” — AFP
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Win lifts treble-chasing City back to the top of EPL

MANCHESTER: Leicester City’s English defender Ben Chilwell (L) and Leicester City’s English defender Harry Maguire
(R) battle with Manchester City’s Belgian defender Vincent Kompany (C) during the English Premier League football
match between Manchester City and Leicester City at the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west England. —AFP

Tearful Diego
Godin confirms 
Atletico exit
MADRID: Atletico Madrid captain Diego
Godin announced yesterday that he will leave
the club at the end of the season. Godin has
been one of the best central defenders in the
world under Atletico coach Diego Simeone,
who attended an emotional press conference
at the Wanda Metropolitano, along with sev-
eral players and president Enrique Cerezo.
The 33-year-old would not confirm his next
club but indicated regret at not being able to
agree a new contract.

“I’m nervous, even more than for a match,”
said a tearful Godin. “These will be my final
days at Atletico Madrid. I want to communi-
cate all the love I have for this club, this shirt.
“I am Atletico, because this is not a club, it’s a
family and a way of life. It has been my home
and it’s very hard to say goodbye. I never
imagined this moment would come and I am
not prepared.” Godin has made 381 appear-
ances for Atletico and remains a key figure in
the team, but the Uruguayan has rejected
offers to extend his contract, which expires
on June 30. He is unlikely to be the last high-
profile player to leave Atletico this summer.

After a disappointing season, Lucas
Hernandez has already agreed to join Bayern
Munich, while uncertainty hangs over the
futures of Filipe Luis, Juanfran, Thomas
Partey, Saul Niguez and even Antoine
Griezmann. “In short, I am captain of the team
and have been here many years,” said Godin.
“We have not reached an agreement to con-
tinue so my time here is over. It has been the
best of my career and my life.” Godin added:

“I would like to play here until I’m 40 but it’s
impossible. For me the priority has always
been the club, the team, my teammates. “But
we could not reach an agreement so I have
decided to leave. There’s nothing more to it
than that.” 

Since joining Atletico from Villarreal in
2010, Godin has won La Liga, the Copa del
Rey and the Europa League twice. He also
reached the Champions League final in 2014

and 2016. Atletico lost both to Real Madrid.
The timing of the announcement means
Atletico’s fans can bid Godin farewell at their
last home game of the season, against Sevilla
on Sunday. “As a kid I dreamed of playing
football, playing for Uruguay, playing in
Europe and being a big player,” Godin said.
“But I never thought I’d be at a stadium like
this with the fans cheering my name. There is
nothing better than that.” — AFP

MADRID: File photo shows Atletico Madrid’s Uruguayan defender Diego Godin acknowledges
fans at the end of the Spanish League football match between Atletico Madrid and Real
Valladolid at the Wanda Metropolitan stadium in Madrid on April 27, 2019.  — AFP

Europe’s clubs, leagues
set for Champions
League revamp debate
MADRID: With radical changes proposed to the Champions League,
creating the possibility of a competition largely reserved for Europe’s
elite, domestic leagues and at least 150 clubs will gather for talks yes-
terday in Madrid, ahead of a crucial meeting with UEFA 24 hours later.

European Leagues, the association of the continent’s professional
leagues, has invited some 900 clubs to the Spanish capital to discuss
the future of European competitions and the threats posed by mooted
reforms. 

Today, UEFA’s executive committee, chaired by president
Aleksander Ceferin, will meet with Europe’s football leagues to
hold talks over the controversial revamp plans that could take
effect from 2024.

Yesterday’s assembly should provide an opportunity for represen-
tatives from lesser leagues and smaller clubs to find common ground
in their fight to stop UEFA instituting sweeping changes. One of the
topics of discussion in Madrid is titled “A de facto closed league for
elite clubs”, a feared outcome, according to reports, should the
European Club Association, and its president Andrea Agnelli, succeed
in overhauling the current Champions League format.

A new-look competition would reportedly feature four groups of
eight teams in the pool phase, with the top six in each group qualify-
ing for the following edition regardless of where they finish in their
domestic competition.

The rumours triggered an outcry from smaller clubs, as well as
from the organisers of domestic leagues fearing their competitions
would be devalued, particularly if matches were to be scheduled at
the weekend.

Real Madrid coach Zinedine Zidane, whose club has been crowned
European champions a record 13 times, also criticised the project.
“For those smaller clubs it’s certainly much more difficult to be able to
play in the Champions League,” said Zidane.

“To experience that, for those who don’t play in it regularly, or who
play in it once in a lifetime, it’s magnificent.” Barcelona have offered
broad support for a reform but are against the idea of staging games
at the weekend.

In Germany, Bayern Munich chief Karl-Heinz Rummenigge and
Borussia Dortmund counterpart Hans-Joachim Watzke confessed they
weren’t pleased by the changes but were ready to “compromise” giv-
en the seeming inevitability of it.

Bundesliga chief Christian Seifert came out strongly opposed to
the plans, blasting the idea of playing European games at the
weekend as a “red line” which must not be crossed, and threaten-
ing legal action.

But Juventus chairman Agnelli last month referred to “incorrect
speculation and rumour” in the media and said “no concrete propos-
als” for change had been agreed in a letter addressed to the ECA’s 232
member clubs.

The ECA will hold a special general assembly in June to discuss the
controversial proposals in Malta, with the organisation’s president
Agnelli urging members not to attend the Madrid talks.

That drew a strong rebuke from European Leagues president
Lars-Christer Olsson, who said they are “grown up enough to
make their own judgments without getting ‘orders’ from the ECA
president.”

And while the majority of Italian clubs will be in Madrid, the likes
of Juventus, Inter Milan, AC Milan and Roma will skip the meeting,
according to Gazzetta dello Sport. —AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE

Ajax Amsterdam v Tottenham Hotspur 2:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1

Pochettino
urges Spurs to
make history
LONDON: Mauricio Pochettino has
challenged Tottenham to seize their
unexpected chance to make history as
they try to overturn a 1-0 deficit against
Ajax in the Champions League semi-
final second leg yesterday.

Pochettino is convinced Tottenham
can stil l  reach the club’s maiden
Champions League final despite losing
the first leg in north London last week.

Many pundits and fans claim
Tottenham have blown their opportunity
after Donny van de Beek’s strike gave
Ajax a priceless lead to defend in
Amsterdam.

Tottenham go into their biggest game
for decades on a low note after losing 1-
0 at Bournemouth on Saturday, a defeat
that stopped them wrapping up a place
in next season’s Champions League via a
top-four finish in the Premier League.

It was a third successive loss in all
competitions for Tottenham, who fin-
ished with nine men after red cards for
Son Heung-min and Juan Foyth.

Fortunately for Tottenham, they are
still all but certain to finish at least fourth
after Arsenal and Manchester United
were both held to draws on Sunday.

Tottenham are three points clear of
fifth-placed Arsenal heading into their
last league game of the season against
Everton on Sunday and a draw will be
enough to ensure their return to
Europe’s elite club competition.

But before that Tottenham, trying to
reach their first European final since the
1984 UEFA Cup, have to focus on the
challenge presented by Ajax’s vibrant
young side.

Having already eliminated Real
Madrid and Juventus this season, Ajax

showed their vast potential against
Tottenham in the first leg and should
have been further ahead after Van de
Beek’s opener.

Tottenham improved slightly in the
second half, but largely looked toothless
without the suspended Son and injured
top scorer Harry Kane.

Crucially, Pochettino will have Son
back from his ban for the second leg and
the South Korea forward should give his
team a far more dynamic look.

‘MASSIVE WEEK’ 
Pochettino remained upbeat despite

the frustration of losing to Nathan Ake’s
last-minute goal at Bournemouth, and
the Tottenham manager hopes his confi-
dent attitude transfers to his players
against Ajax.

“We have ahead two ‘finals’ against
Ajax and Everton and it’s in our hands to
be in a good position at the end of the
season,” Pochettino said.

Although Tottenham will know they
have missed a golden opportunity to
reach the final if they don’t succeed in
the second leg, Pochettino is adamant his
players have done more than enough
already to make him proud of their
efforts this term.

Hamstrung by playing most of their
home games at Wembley before finally
moving to their new stadium and without
a signing for the last two transfer win-
dows due to the cost of that £1 billion
arena, Pochettino’s work this season
deserves praise.

Pochettino isn’t satisfied with merely
competing with the big guns and has
already called on Tottenham chairman
Daniel Levy to give him the funds
required to turn them from contenders
to champions.

But, while the Argentine is yet to win
a major trophy in his managerial career,
he has steered Tottenham to the brink of
major success with his deft handling of a
tricky situation. “No-one believed we’d
be in this position in the last week of the
competition,” Pochettino said. — AFP

Ribery set for
Bayern return
after career
BERLIN: Franck Ribery said yesterday
he will return to Bayern Munich once his
playing career is over, as he prepares to
end 12 years at the club at the end of this
season. Ribery, 36, confirmed last week-
end that he would not extend his current
contract beyond 2019 at Bayern, ending
a record-breaking career at the
Bundesliga giants.

At an emotional press conference in
Munich yesterday, the Frenchman said
he would continue playing for another
one or two years before returning to
Bayern in  another capacity after
retirement.

“I still don’t know what I will do next
season, there are a few options,” he
said.  “I will play for one or two more
years and then I am 100% sure I will
come back to Munich. We have already
discussed a job in the club.”

“We still have a lot of time, but the
important thing is I am always at home
here.” Ribery said that it would be diffi-

cult for him to leave Bayern after 12
years of service. “It is not easy, I have
experienced and won so much with
Bayern. It was a fantastic time for me
and my family, and I will never forget
it,” he said. 

Ribery, who has won 22 titles with
Bayern and could claim a record ninth
Bundesliga title this season, is expect-
ed to be given a roaring send-off when
Bayern face Eintracht Frankfurt at the
Allianz Arena on the last day of the
season. 

“I am excited to see what the fans do.
I always had an unbelievable relation-
ship with them and they always stood by
me, even in the most difficult times.”
Ribery, whose fellow Bayern stalwart
Arjen Robben will also leave at the end
of this season, said that the highlight of
his Bayern career was winning the
Champions League in 2013.

“There are so many memories and
great games, but the Champions
League Final at Wembley was the best.
What we did there was crazy, a
dream.” He also ranked treble-winning
boss Jupp Heynckes above Pep
Guardiola as the most important coach
of his Bayern career.

“There were lots of good coaches, but
Jupp was a very important person for my
life and my career,” he said. — AFP


