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KHARKIV: Pep Guardiola insisted he
never doubted Manchester City could
cope with their defensive injury crisis
as his side made a flying start to the
Champions League campaign with a
3-0 win against Shakhtar Donetsk on
Wednesday. City boss Guardiola was
forced to deploy Brazilian midfielder
Fernandinho at centre-back after los-
ing Aymeric Laporte and John Stones
to recent injuries.

But Fernandinho slotted in com-
fortably at the back as City easily
subdued Shakhtar with first-half
goals from Riyad Mahrez and Ilkay
Gundogan at the Metalist Stadium.
Gabriel Jesus netted City’s third goal
in the closing stages to ensure they
made the long flight home with three
points stowed away. “When you win
the manager makes the right deci-
sions, when you lose the wrong deci-
sions. We lost one game in eight
months and we will not doubt who
these players are. It is a joy to be
their manager,” Guardiola said.

“We defended really well and cre-
ated chances. We don’t have many
choices in defense. “Fernandinho’s the
only one I have. He is a clever player
and so intelligent and an incredible
guy. “He has a lot of experience and
personality and what he says the peo-
ple follow him in the locker room. He’s
important.” Fernandinho added: “I’ve
been training in this position since the
start of the season. Pep knows all
about our squad and team. Today was
my opportunity and I hope I can im-
prove more.”

There was more good news for
Guardiola as French defender Ben-
jamin Mendy, on as a late substitute,
made his first appearance since April

after returning from a knee injury.
With Dinamo Zagreb and Atalanta

making up Champions League Group
C, City are expected to cruise into the
last 16. This mature performance was
the perfect opening to their bid to win
the Champions League for the first
time, especially coming after Satur-
day’s shock 3-2 defeat at Norwich in
the Premier League.

“Three points away are so impor-
tant. Now it’s in our hands. If we can
close the games at home then we will
be in the last 16,” Guardiola said. City
have failed to get past the quarter-fi-
nals in Guardiola’s previous three sea-
sons in charge, while the Spaniard
hasn’t won the tournament since the
second of his two titles with Barcelona
in 2011. Those past failures gave extra
significance to City’s opening match.
Nicolas Otamendi is the English
champions’ only fit centre-back, so
Fernandinho was pressed into action,
with Guardiola giving the Brazilian the
captain’s armband for his first start
this season. The 34-year-old had lost
his place as City’s holding midfielder
following the pre-season signing of
Rodri from Atletico Madrid.

EMPHATIC RESPONSE 
Rodri wasted a chance to put City in

front inside the first minute when he
met Kevin De Bruyne’s free-kick with a
misdirected header inside the six-yard
box. City were dominating possession
without testing Shakhtar keeper Andriy
Pyatov and Jesus’s shot deflected for a
corner after the Brazilian was teed up
by Gundogan’s clever pass.

Their pressure was rewarded in the
24th minute when Jesus flicked the ball
back to Gundogan on the edge of the

area. Gundogan’s curling strike can-
noned back off a post into the path of
Mahrez, who had the simple task of
slotting into the net from close range
for his first goal of the season. It took
35 minutes for Shakhtar to muster
their first shot on target when Junior

Moraes had a close-range effort well
saved at the near post by Ederson.

City’s response was emphatic and
they doubled their lead in the 38th
minute. Mahrez was the provider this
time with an incisive surge towards
the Shakhtar area. The Algerian

deftly picked out Gundogan’s run
and he finished with a clinical strike
that flashed past Pyatov. Jesus
wrapped up the points in the 76th
minute when he slotted home from
De Bruyne’s pass for his second goal
of the season. — AFP 

Man City ignore injury 
woes to sink Shakhtar

Five things we learned 
from the Champs
League
PARIS: Champions League holders Liverpool suffered defeat at
Napoli this week, while Paris Saint-Germain laid down a marker
by brushing aside Real Madrid and Juventus were held by Atletico
Madrid. Here, AFP Sport takes a look at five things we learned
from the opening round of group-stage matches:

PSG CAN COPE WITHOUT ‘MSN’
Paris Saint-Germain faced their first real test without the sus-

pended Neymar and the injured duo of Kylian Mbappe and Edin-
son Cavani at the Parc des Princes against Real Madrid. But
Thomas Tuchel’s men showed they can cope without their star
front three, as Angel Di Maria’s double and Thomas Meunier’s late
strike secured a 3-0 victory over the record 13-time winners.

The French champions were not short on firepower, with close-
season signings Mauro Icardi and Pablo Sarabia both providing
a threat going forward. With Neymar, Cavani and Mbappe all to

return, hopes will be higher than ever in the French capital this
season that PSG can reach a maiden Champions League final.

LIVERPOOL NOT UNBEATABLE
Holders Liverpool came unstuck for the second straight sea-

son at Napoli as a combination of poor finishing and sloppy
defending cost Jurgen Klopp’s men in a 2-0 loss at the Stadio
San Paolo. The famed front three of Mohamed Salah, Sadio
Mane and Roberto Firmino were all guilty of wasting chances
on Tuesday, while UEFA men’s player of the year Virgil van Dijk
made an uncharacteristic error to gift Fernando Llorente
Napoli’s late second. It was a first defeat for Liverpool, on a
club-record 14-match winning streak in the Premier League,
since their 3-0 loss in last season’s semi-final, first leg at
Barcelona. “It should hurt because there were opportunities
for us,” said Klopp, whose team lost 1-0 in Naples last year
before going on to lift the trophy.

TOTTENHAM’S SOFT UNDERBELLY
Last season’s runners-up Tottenham let a two-goal lead slip

for the second time this season in a 2-2 draw at Olympiakos.
Mauricio Pochettino criticised his team’s desire after a tame per-
formance which was only enough for a point thanks to Harry Kane
and Lucas Moura scoring in four first-half minutes. “It’s not about
tactics, it’s not about quality players, it’s about the quality of

preparing yourself to be ready to fight,” bemoaned Pochettino,
who also saw his team draw after leading 2-0 against rivals Arse-
nal earlier this month. Spurs have won just three of their last 12
matches in all competitions.

SALZBURG HOPING TO BE ‘NEW AJAX’
Austrian champions Salzburg laid down a marker in their first

group-stage game since 1994 as teenage sensation Erling Braut
Haaland scored a hat-trick in a 6-2 demolition of Genk. The 19-
year-old striker, who has scored 17 goals in nine matches this term,
thinks his team can emulate Ajax, whose young side knocked out
Real Madrid and Juventus in a surprise run to the semi-finals last
season. “Everything is possible. We all saw Ajax last year, it would
be nice to be the new Ajax,” the Norwegian told uefa.com.

ATALANTA’S ATTACKING STYLE EXPOSED
Italian debutants Atalanta claimed third place in Serie A and a

spot in the Champions League last season after a thrilling cam-
paign that saw them finish as the leading goalscorers in the Italian
top flight. But their hopes of transferring that form to European
club football’s top competition suffered an early blow with a 4-0
thrashing at Dinamo Zagreb. It was only a second win in 25 Cham-
pions League group-stage matches for the Croatian champions,
and leaves Atalanta with plenty to do to get out of a group which
also includes tournament favorites Manchester City. — AFP 

KHARKIV: Manchester City’s Argentinean defender Nicolas Otamendi and Shakhtar Donetsk’s Ukrainian for-
ward Junior Moraes vie for the ball during the UEFA Champions League Group C football match between FC
Shakhtar Donetsk and Manchester City FC at the OSK Metalist stadium. — AFP 


