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News in brief
Navas extends PSG deal

PARIS: Goalkeeper Keylor Navas has signed a con-
tract extension that keeps him with Paris Saint-
Germain until 2024, the French champions
announced on Monday. Costa Rica’s Navas, 34, who
joined the Parisians from Real Madrid in 2019, has
started all the club’s games on their way to this year’s
Champions League semi-finals. “I am very happy
that I can continue my journey with Paris Saint-
Germain,” Navas said in a video posted on PSG’s
social media platforms. Mauricio Pochettino’s men
host Manchester City in the first leg of the
Champions League last four today before the return
fixture on May 4. — AFP

Ibra, Lukaku fined

ROME: Zlatan Ibrahimovic and Romelu Lukaku
were handed small fines by the Italian Football
Federation (FIGC) on Monday for their part in an on-
field altercation during an Italian Cup tie in January.
AC Milan forward Ibrahimovic taunted Inter Milan
striker Lukaku during the local derby quarter-final
by evoking voodooism before the pair went head-
to-head, trading insults with a furious Lukaku need-
ing to be restrained by his teammates. “A fine of
4,000 euros for Ibrahimovic, 3,000 euros for
Lukaku, 2,000 euros for Milan and 1,250 euros for
Inter,” FIGC said in a statement. Sweden forward
Ibrahimovic denied any racist motive behind the
comment. Both players were booked over the inci-
dent and Ibrahimovic was subsequently sent off in
the second half of the match, won 2-1 by Inter, after
picking up a second yellow card. — AFP

Bogota bars two matches

BOGOTA: Colombia’s capital Bogota on Monday
barred two continental club football matches from
taking place due to the city’s health system teetering
on the verge of collapse from the coronavirus pan-
demic. Santa Fe were due to host Brazilians
Fluminense in the Copa Libertadores today while La
Equidad were meant to take on Venezuelans Aragua in
the secondary Copa Sudamericana a day later. But
Bogota’s health system has been ravaged by a third
wave of the coronavirus pandemic sweeping not just
Colombia but South America as a whole. The city’s
mayor’s office has declared a code red that bans
“sports activities, such as professional football tourna-
ments,” a spokesperson told AFP. It comes just over a
month and a half before Colombia is due to co-host
the 2021 Copa America alongside Argentina. — AFP

SARCELLES: Born and brought up in a gritty Paris
suburb, Riyad Mahrez has gone on to become one of
the leading players of his generation and returns to the
French capital with Manchester City in the Champions
League semi-finals this week. Yet his route to the top,
sidestepping the usual youth academy apprenticeship,
is variously described by his former coaches in Sarcelles
as “unlikely” and the player himself as an “anomaly”.

Now 30, the winger has been a key player for City
this season, scoring in their Champions League quar-
ter-final win over Borussia Dortmund and playing the
90 minutes as Pep Guardiola’s side defeated
Tottenham Hotspur in the English League Cup final on
Sunday. He has also won the Africa Cup of Nations
with Algeria, the country from where his father emi-
grated to France.

Mahrez himself grew up in Sarcelles, in the “ban-
lieues” around 20 kilometers north of Paris, and learned
the game at a local amateur club, leaving a mark on
those who played with him as he made his journey to
one of Europe’s biggest sides.

“The only person who believed was Riyad himself,”
Hayel Mbemba, who played with Mahrez at AAS
Sarcelles, told AFP. “He has a strength of character
which is above the average. He is football crazy, and that
is an understatement.”

“He owes his success entirely to himself. He had an
unwavering self-confidence. Some people might think
it’s arrogance but it’s not the case,” explains Mohamed

Coulibaly, who runs the local club. The production line
of world-class players coming through the Paris suburbs
is remarkable and seemingly never-ending, from Thierry
Henry to Paul Pogba, Kylian Mbappe and many more in
between. 

However, while Mahrez was always a young player
with outstanding technical gifts, that was no guarantee
he would make it in the game. His former coaches recall
how his frail physique seemed to work against him, but
aged 18 he left Sarcelles for a trial at Quimper, an ama-
teur fourth-tier club in distant Brittany.

From there he earned a professional deal at Le
Havre, the second-division club where Pogba first
played. Mahrez spent four years in the Normandy port
city before crossing the English Channel to sign for
Leicester City, then in the second-tier Championship.

He has never looked back since moving to England,
but sources close to Mahrez say he was “hesitant” and
that he “sought the advice of his friends in Sarcelles
who convinced him to go”. It is just as well he went.
Mahrez won the English Premier League with Leicester,
against all odds, in 2016 and is now on the brink of a
second Premier League title in three seasons with City.

The Champions League could follow, if Mahrez can
help City get the better of his home-town club first.
“His journey is something of an anomaly in football. He
has beaten the odds all thanks to his technical ability,”
says Mbemba, and there is a belief that missing out on
youth academy coaching has allowed him to retain an

element of the street footballer so rarely seen in the
modern game.

“When I watch him on the television he dribbles in
the same way he did when he was 10 years old,” says
Franck Satougle, who once coached Mahrez. Satougle
watched Mahrez play as a kid and remembers how, even
after he turned professional at Le Havre, he would come
back to Sarcelles on a Sunday and play in the neighbor-
hood where he grew up.

Local pride
“His journey is the dream of every kid in the ‘ban-

lieues’. He is just a few steps away from winning the
greatest trophy in European football despite his unlikely
route to the top.” Sarcelles may be PSG territory, but
there is still plenty of local pride at Mahrez’s success.

“Riyad is a respected person with exemplary physi-
cal and mental discipline. He is a source of inspiration
for the people of Sarcelles,” says Patrick Haddad, the
mayor of the town. He awarded Mahrez the medal of
Sarcelles in 2019. 

Mahrez may be the captain of Algeria but he remains
attached to the suburb where he grew up and is
involved in a scheme which allows youths from Sarcelles
to travel to Manchester to watch City. A stadium named
after Mahrez will be inaugurated later this year in
Sarcelles. “He is a good lad who is still a child at heart
and who expresses himself with the ball,” adds
Mbemba. PSG had better watch out. — AFP

Mahrez’s ‘unlikely’ journey from Paris
suburbs to Champions League semi against PSG

LEICESTER: Leicester City’s Nigerian striker Kelechi
Iheanacho celebrates their win on the final whistle in the
English Premier League football match between Leicester
City and Crystal Palace at King Power Stadium in
Leicester, central England on Monday. — AFP

Chelsea’s Tuchel
criticizes Champions
League reforms
LONDON: Chelsea manager Thomas Tuchel has
launched a scathing attack on the new Champions
League format, saying coaches and players had not
been consulted on plans to add more games to an
already packed schedule.

UEFA last week approved changes to its flagship
club competition, which will take effect from 2024, but
the announcement was overshadowed by the launch
and subsequent collapse of the European Super
League (ESL).

The number of teams participating in the group
stage of the Champions League will increase from 32
to 36, with each side guaranteed at last 10 matches.
Chelsea were one of the 12 clubs to sign up to the ESL
project, which would have put an even greater strain
on players, with a minimum of 18 regular-season
games for all the clubs involved.

The Blues and the other five Premier League clubs
who had signed up for the breakaway league quickly
withdrew following a fierce backlash against the pro-
posals from fans, players and authorities. Tuchel wel-
comed Chelsea’s U-turn on the ESL but, speaking
ahead of Tuesday’s Champions League semi-final
against Real Madrid, said not enough focus had been
placed on the reforms to the existing competition.

‘More games’
“I’m not sure if I like it because I can only see more

games out of it,” Tuchel said on Monday. “More games
in the schedule we have. It’s very hard for me to be

excited at all. All these discussions about Super
League made us forget we have a new format of
Champions League very soon. Did they ask any coach,
any player about this? They did not ask me. We have
so many new formats with the Nations League and a
world championship for clubs coming soon. So much
stuff, more games, more teams in the European
Championship in the summer. This is not more quality,
just more games.”

Manchester City midfielder Ilkay Gundogan has
also spoken out in strong terms against the changes to
the Champions League, saying the current format
made it the most popular club competition in the
world. “More and more and more games, is no one
thinking about us players?” the German international
tweeted. “The new UCL format is just the lesser of the
two evils in comparison to the Super League.”

City play Paris Saint-Germain in the first leg of their
semi-final today. UEFA had agreed to change the cur-
rent format of 32 teams split into eight groups of four
under pressure from many of the biggest clubs behind
the ESL project.

As well as ensuring more matches between the
European elite, two places in the Champions League
will also be set aside each season for clubs with the
best historical record in the competition, who have
failed to qualify in any given season.

UEFA had threatened sanctions against the clubs
involved in the ESL proposals, including potentially
throwing them out of the Champions League. But
Tuchel insisted the players and coaches of Chelsea and
Madrid, who were one of the leading drivers of the
plan, had earned the right to remain in the competition.

“We deserve to be in the semi-final, like Real
Madrid deserve to be in the semi-final,” said the for-
mer Paris Saint-Germain boss. We don’t deserve
because of political influence, or because of size, or
our shirts, or our logo. We deserve because we came a
long way.” — AFP

MANCHESTER: In this file photo taken on December 29,
2019 Manchester City’s Algerian midfielder Riyad Mahrez
controls the ball during the English Premier League football
match between Manchester City and Sheffield United at the
Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west England. — AFP

Correa keeps Lazio
in Champions
League hunt

ROME: Joaquin Correa ensured Lazio kept their
hopes of Champions League qualification alive on
Monday with a double in a 3-0 win over AC Milan
while Napoli jumped up to third thanks to a 2-0 tri-
umph at Torino. Correa opened the scoring for Lazio
with only a minute on the clock at the Stadio
Olimpico in Rome and added the second five minutes
after the break.

Ciro Immobile struck the third with three minutes
left as Lazio moved five points off the Champions
League spots with a game in hand on their rivals.
“This was like a final for us, the last chance to stay in
with a shout for the top four... it was a clear and dom-
inant victory,” Lazio coach Simone Inzaghi told Sky
Sport Italia.

Inzaghi’s side sit sixth, behind AC Milan who are
level on 66 points with Napoli and Juventus — third
and fourth respectively — but have dropped down to
fifth after their second straight league defeat. They
are 13 points behind leaders Inter Milan, who can win
their first league title since 2010 on Saturday if they
beat Crotone and second-placed Atalanta fail to win
at Sassuolo on Sunday.

Stefano Pioli’s Milan, who started the weekend in
second place, could have been beaten by a larger
margin as Manuel Lazzari was denied a goal just
before the break by the tightest of VAR offside calls
and Italy forward Immobile struck the post seven
minutes before he scored his 18th league goal of the
campaign.

Pioli was however left frustrated by Correa’s
second, which was given after a lengthy VAR check
following what he felt was a foul from Lucas Leiva
on Hakan Calhanoglu. “I don’t understand how it
wasn’t given as a foul on Calhanoglu, said Pioli. “He
looked at it again and from the replay you cannot
say Leiva doesn’t catch Calhanoglu and completely
miss the ball.”

Napoli moved into third thanks to first-half goals
from Tiemoue Bakayoko and Victor Osimhen earlier
on Monday. They could have been further ahead at
the break following a dominant opening period in
which Piotr Zielinski hit the post and Matteo Politano
was unlucky to see his deflected shot slide wide.

Lorenzo Insigne, playing his 300th Serie A match
for Napoli, also hit the upright with a curling shot just
before the hour mark. They failed to add to their tally
but ran out winners to put pressure on their rivals.

Torino meanwhile are staring at the prospect of
relegation following the defeat, which leaves them
hovering above the drop zone. They sit 16th, level on
31 points with Benevento, who occupy the final rele-
gation spot, and 17th-placed Cagliari who boosted
their chances of survival with a 3-2 win over Roma on
Sunday. — AFP

LONDON: Brendan Rodgers has hailed “phenome-
nal” Kelechi Iheanacho after the red-hot forward
struck again as Leicester strengthened their grip on a
Champions League spot — further vindicating his
decision to pair him with Jamie Vardy.

The 24-year-old Nigeria international’s 10th
Premier League goal of the season — and 17th in all
competitions — secured  a 2-1 win for the Foxes
against Crystal Palace on Monday. He has now
scored more goals in the top-flight this season than
he managed for Leicester over the previous three
campaigns.

Leicester, who suffered the agony of missing out on
the top four on the final day of last season, now have a
seven-point lead over fifth-placed West Ham with just
five games to play. Iheanacho and Vardy only started
eight games together last season and did not do so this
campaign until February 28 — due to injuries to other
players, including James Maddison.

But they have both played every match since. “The
top priority for me as a coach is helping players to
develop,” said Rodgers. “It’s been difficult for Kels
because of the style we normally played, which was
one striker — Jamie Vardy. We had to change it
around with injuries, he’s come in and been exception-
al. Not just his goals, he’s so happy to work hard for
the team and his quality is phenomenal.”

Iheanacho has netted 14 goals in his last 14
appearances for Leicester in all competitions, as
many as he managed in his previous 76 for the Foxes.
Rodgers said the forward, who joined Leicester from
Manchester City in 2017, was a selfless player, shown
by the way he set up Timothy Castagne for the equal-
izer against Palace. “Over the last few months Kelechi
has been absolutely incredible,” said Rodgers. “It
wasn’t just his goal but his work-rate, he wants to
press the game. He has no ego whatsoever and he
works so hard.”

Leicester goalkeeper Kasper Schmeichel is not sur-
prised by Iheanacho’s hot streak, having experienced
his accuracy in training. “Kele is incredibly intelligent
when it comes to his finishing,” Schmeichel told Sky
Sports. “He does it in training all the time. He’s a night-
mare in training to be fair. He’s just a big strong lad
who can put himself about. He’s fast, he’s got absolute-
ly everything to be a top striker and he’s showing it
now, which is great.”

Iheanacho is on track to become the first player
other than Vardy to top the club’s goalscoring charts
since 2014/15. “That (race to be top scorer) is not what
we talk about,” Iheanacho told the BBC. “As a team we
work for each other, it doesn’t matter who scores the
goals. There’s so much to improve in games so I’ll keep
going, keep doing my best.” — AFP

LONDON: Chelsea’s German head coach Thomas Tuchel shouts instructions to his players from the touchline during the
English Premier League football match between Chelsea and Brighton and Hove Albion at Stamford Bridge in London
on April 20, 2021.— AFP

ROME: Lazio’s Argentine forward Joaquin Correa cele-
brates after scoring during the Italian Serie A football
match Lazio vs Ac Milan at Olympic stadium in Rome on
Monday. — AFP

Rodgers hails Iheanacho as 
Leicester close in on top four


