
LONDON: Liverpool’s long wait for a major trophy
could come to an end on Saturday with a sixth
European Cup, but the foundations for a return to the
pinnacle of Europe were laid last January in trusting
Jurgen Klopp’s judgement to make Virgil van Dijk the
world’s most expensive defender.

The towering Dutchman arrived for £75 million ($95
million), six months after Liverpool publicly stated they
had “ended any interest in the player” as Southampton
threatened to report the Reds for an illegal approach.

Klopp, though, would not settle for second best and
insisted the club make the deal happen. A season-and-
a-half later the talismanic centre-back has led
Liverpool to two Champions League finals and become
the first defender in 14 years to be crowned the PFA
Player of the Year as the Reds narrowly missed out on a
first Premier League title since 1990 despite posting a
club record 97 points.

“Nobody thinks about it (the price) anymore. That’s
good because in this market at the moment he is worth
it, or is too cheap,” said Klopp. During the German’s
first two years at Anfield, Liverpool were capable of the
spectacular, but always undermined by defensive disor-
ganisation.

QUALITY COMES AT A PRICE 
Van Dijk has restored order thanks to his power,

pace and poise, but also with his leadership that has
helped foster rapid improvement in the emerging tal-
ents of Andy Robertson, Trent Alexander-Arnold and
Joe Gomez.

“That’s what you hope for when a new player is

coming in-that he makes the whole team better,” added
Klopp. “Of course he’s a very good player, he makes
players around him better. “He is so important to us.
Not only as a player but as a person as well, he’s a bril-
liant boy. I could not say a bad word about him.”

Liverpool are still capable of blowing opponents
away, as a 4-0 win over Barcelona to reach the
Champions League final demonstrated. But there is also
now a controlled approach, exemplified by the 21 clean
sheets Klopp’s men kept in the Premier League to run
champions Manchester City so close.

“Liverpool have grown hugely as a team recently
and a lot of that is thanks to Van Dijk,” legendary Italian
centre-back Franco Baresi recently told AFP. Tottenham
now stand in the way of Liverpool rounding off the vast
improvement made since Van Dijk’s arrival with their
first trophy in seven years. And it was a meeting with
Spurs in late March that best encapsulated his abilities
as the all-round defender. With Liverpool needing to
win to remain on City’s coattails, the score was level at
1-1 with five minutes to go at Anfield as Moussa
Sissoko led a two-on-one counter-attack.

Most mortal defenders would be attracted to the
ball, but Van Dijk stood his ground, marking Son
Heung-min to prevent an easy pass to the on-form
South Korean and forcing Sissoko, who has not scored
this season, to take a shot with his weaker left foot.

The Frenchman’s strike flew well over and Liverpool
made full use of their lifeline moments later when Toby
Alderweireld’s own goal sent Anfield wild. “That shows
why Liverpool paid more than £70m for Van Dijk,” said
Spurs boss Mauricio Pochettino.

“Quality costs a specific price. Cars are like that, a
lot of things are like that and players as well. That’s why
we paid it,” Klopp said. Should he lift the Champions

League on Saturday, Liverpool’s Rolls Royce centre-
back will forever be remembered for what he has
achieved rather than what he cost. — AFP

Mane has eyes on 
Champions League
not Real Madrid links
LIVERPOOL: Sadio Mane admits he is flattered by
suggested interest from Real Madrid but insists he is
happy at Liverpool and fully focused on trying to help
them win the Champions League.

Reports from Spain in recent weeks have suggest-
ed that Real want to bring the Senegal forward and
Manchester United’s French midfielder Paul Pogba to
the Bernabeu. Mane will be in action across the city
on Saturday, at Atletico Madrid’s Wanda
Metropolitano home, which will host the Champions
League final between Liverpool and Tottenham.

The 27-year-old has scored 17 goals in 24 matches
for his club since the turn of the year, and is expected
to lead his country’s attack in Egypt at the Africa Cup
of Nations, which starts in late June.

As he prepared for Saturday’s European final,
Mane was asked about interest from Real Madrid, and
did not dismiss it altogether. He did, though, insist that
Liverpool’s progress to the Champions League final-
which has seen them knock out Napoli, Bayern
Munich, Porto and Barcelona-is a sign of their stand-
ing in the European game.

“This is part of football, so we have to deal with
it,” said Mane. “But for me, the more important thing
is that I am with Liverpool and I am very happy
here, and I am preparing for one of the club’s
biggest games.

“Let’s focus on this first, and on winning it. “It’s
always a pleasure for this kind of team to want you,
but Liverpool, don’t forget, we beat big teams.” Mane
scored for Liverpool in last season’s Champions
League final, which ended in the disappointment of a
3-1 defeat by Real Madrid in Kiev.

This time, they go to the final attempting to
bounce back from the disappointment of a first
English league title since 1990, having finished one
point adrift of Manchester City despite dropping
only 17 points all season.

Liverpool’s total of 97 points is the highest ever

accrued by an English top-flight team without winning
the league, but Mane says that near-miss has not
dampened their spirits.

“We’re so positive in our way. We have our targets,
of course. We wanted to win the league, and the
Champions League. “We didn’t win the league but we
still have one trophy to go so we are going to try to
give everything to win it.”

Mane remembers well the mood of dejection
among the players as they waited at the airport in
Kiev to fly home after last season’s Champions
League final defeat, and suggested that drove them on
to reach this year’s final.

“Yeah, of course,” he said. “We were a little bit dis-
appointed last year because we wanted to win it. But
it wasn’t the case. That’s part of football. But at the
same time, it’s important to be positive. “Many people,

even you (the media), didn’t expect us to play in this
final, and we did it.

“So now I think we have learned a lot from this, and
I hope we’re going to use our experience this season
to get to where we want to be.” Liverpool face a
Tottenham side who finished 26 points behind them in
the Premier League, but Mane is wary of opponents
who knocked domestic champions Manchester City
out of Europe at the quarter-final stage in April.

He is looking for Liverpool to use their previous
experience of playing in the Champions League final
to give them an advantage. “Every time it makes it
easier,” he said. “But we expect a very difficult game
because Tottenham are a very good team.

“We are also very good, so let’s see an exciting
game, and let’s see what’s going to happen. I’m sure
we will give everything to get what we want.” — AFP
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Van Dijk lays the foundations 
for Liverpool’s return to the top

Liverpool are still capable of blowing opponents away

LIVERPOOL: Liverpool manager Jurgen Klopp speaks during a press conference at the Melwood Training ground in
Liverpool, northwest England. —AFP

Six appeal: Euro
glory would ease
Premier pain for
Liverpool
LONDON: Fuelled by the pain of their failed
Premier League title bid, Liverpool’s stars admit
they are desperate to win the club’s sixth
European Cup when they face Tottenham in
Saturday’s Champions League final.

Jurgen Klopp’s side will be motivated by a
burning sense of injustice in the all-Premier
League clash at the Wanda Metropolitano.

A win against Tottenham in Madrid would give
Liverpool their first Champions League crown
since Rafael Benitez’s underdogs stunned AC
Milan in 2005 with one of the all-time great
comebacks.

From their first European Cup coronation
against Borussia Monchengladbach in 1977 to
hard-fought wins over Bruges, Real Madrid and
Roma in 1978, 1981 and 1984, all of Liverpool’s
continental final victories have a special place in
the hearts of their fans.

But the ‘Miracle of Istanbul’ will forever be
etched in Liverpool history as arguably the club’s
most memorable moment in the competition.

Nothing will surpass that incredible night at
the Ataturk Stadium when Steven Gerrard
inspired Liverpool’s recovery from three goals
down at half-time.

Yet, just three weeks after the conclusion of
their painful near-miss in the Premier League title
race, beating Tottenham in the club’s ninth
European Cup final would be the most euphoric
consolation prize for Liverpool fans across the
world. When Klopp’s team held a seven-point
lead at the top of the table in mid-January, the
Kop faithful dreamt that Liverpool’s 29-year wait
to win the English title was about to reach a glo-
rious end.

That three-decade barren period has been a
source of constant frustration at Anfield.

But Liverpool’s hearts were broken again as
Manchester City reeled off a remarkable 14-
game winning run that brought them a second
successive title and left Klopp still looking for the
first trophy of his four-year reign.

GREAT PROMISE 
It was even more galling than their narrow fail-

ure in 2014 when Gerrard’s untimely slip against
Chelsea gifted the title to City in the final weeks
of the season.

This time, Liverpool were beaten just once in
the league all season, amassed 97 points-the
third highest total in the Premier League era-and
sprinted to the finish line with nine consecutives
victories. 

Even that wasn’t enough to finish above an
historically great City side, leaving the
Champions League final as Liverpool’s last hope
to turn a season of great promise into tangible
reward.

It would be cruel for such a dynamic side to
finish empty-handed, especially after they
authored an escape act for the ages with a 4-0
semi-final win over Barcelona that overturned a
3-0 first leg deficit.

After watching helplessly as City took the title
on the last day of the season, Reds midfielder
Georginio Wijnaldum says Liverpool are taking
heart from having their destiny in their own hands
in Madrid.  — AFP

Sadio Mane

Milan great Maldini lined 
up for new role after 
Leonardo, Gattuso exit
MILAN: AC Milan legend Paolo Maldini could be set for a new role in the
club after chief executive Ivan Gazidis said yesterday he wanted to con-
vince the former Italy defender to become technical director.

Brazilian Leonardo stepped down as sporting director on Tuesday,
along with head coach Gennaro Gattuso, amid reports of financial cutbacks
at the seven-time European champions.

The former European heavyweights finished one point behind Inter
Milan in Serie A in the battle for the fourth and final qualifying spot.

Gazidis said in an interview with Gazzetta Dello Sport, that with the help
of Maldini, they could “bring Milan back to the top”.

Maldini retired in 2009 after a glittering 24-year career during which he
won seven Serie A titles and five Champions League crowns. The defender
was also Milan’s record appearance holder with 902 matches.

The 50-year-old returned to the club last August as their sporting strat-
egy and development director. “I want Maldini as the technical director. I
admire him very much,” former Arsenal chief executive Gazidis told
Gazzetta. 

“He represents the values and the culture of the club. “I would really like
Paolo to stay with us and help me in this great challenge with an increas-
ingly central and important role. He is ideal for managing the technical area.

“Paolo asked for time to reflect and understand if he has the right ener-
gy to start over with this difficult and arduous project, which requires his
utmost commitment and which he must totally buy into. He must feel 100
percent.”Maldini would also have a role in the choice of a replacement for
Gattuso, another emblematic former player who took over in November
2017 and was under contract for another two years. —AFP

Kenya embarks
on French boot
camp ahead of
Africa Cup
NAIROBI: Kenya’s national footballers
depart Friday for a boot camp in France,
where coach Sebastien Migne plans for a
distraction-free training blitz before their
first Africa Cup of Nations appearance in
15 years.

Migne, a Frenchman, has designed the
three-week programme to prepare the
Kenyans-ranked 108th in the FIFA world
rankings-for their grueling group phase with
Algeria, Senegal and Tanzania.

Migne said the squad he handpicked for
the tournament, starting June 21 in Egypt,
would benefit from the change in scenery and
intensity of the regimen in Marcoussis,
France’s national rugby training facility just
outside Paris.

His selection early May of the 30-man
preliminary squad for the Cup-an Africa-
wide tournament held every two years-
attracted considerable attention from Kenyan
football pundits and fans, not all of it positive.

The head coach said it was “difficult to
stay in the country” and focus with these dis-

tractions weighing on his players. “There
were a lot of comments at that time, and we
need some peace and quiet to prepare for
this competition,” Migne told AFP after a
training session in Nairobi ahead of their
departure for France.

“And the weather was very important to
me. During this preparation, we will have
many sessions, sometimes three times a day
and you can’t do that in a hot country. The
46-year-old Migne added he was “really
proud” to bring the team to his home turf for
preparation.

Football is hugely popular in Kenya but the
Harambee Stars, the national team, have often
been found wanting. They enter the Cup as
underdogs, having only qualified six times
since its inception in 1957. They have only
ever won one game and never reached the
knock-out stages.

Their passage to Egypt for this edition
was capped with a surprise victory on home
soil over Ghana, one of the continent’s top
performers. But Migne has urged his men not
to dwell on the past, and focus instead on
emerging from the group phase for the first
time ever.

Last year is the past. What is important
now is to confirm (our performance)... we’re
not going to go to Egypt as tourists,” he said.
He is banking in part on star Victor Wanyama,
the Tottenham midfielder and Kenyan captain,
who could play in the Champions League
final against Liverpool just days before train-
ing for the Cup is to begin. — AFP


