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MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola said Manchester
City’s first ever Champions League final had been five
years in the making after Riyad Mahrez’s double saw
off Paris Saint-Germain 2-0 on Tuesday to seal a 4-1
semi-final aggregate win.

City will look to set the seal on a third Premier
League title in the past four seasons in the coming days
as they remain on course for a treble, having already
lifted the League Cup. But their previous four
Champions League campaigns under Guardiola ended
in anguish before the semi-final stage.

Guardiola has won the competition twice before as
a coach during his time at Barcelona. However, the
Catalan has also endured a decade of disappointment
in Europe’s premier club competition since. “It is for all
of us and the club. I’m incredibly proud,” said
Guardiola. “Getting to the final now makes sense of
what we have done in the past four or five years. Every
day these guys have been consistent and this is

remarkable.” Mahrez’s goal also decided the first leg
and the Algerian, who grew up in the Parisian suburbs,
haunted his home town team again with two clinical
finishes early in each half. The final in Istanbul on May
29 is the culmination of City’s rise since an Abu Dhabi

takeover in 2008 transformed the club’s fortunes.
Meanwhile, four years on from making Neymar and

Kylian Mbappe the world’s two most expensive players,
PSG’s wait for a first Champions League title goes on.
Mbappe could only watch on from the stands due to a
calf injury as, just like in last week’s first leg, his side
imploded after an excellent first-half performance.

The visitors were left to rue huge missed chances by
Marquinhos and Angel Di Maria in between Mahrez’s
strikes before Di Maria lashed out at Fernandinho to
leave PSG down to 10 men for the final 20 minutes.
“We started really well, creating chances and dominat-
ing Manchester City,” said PSG coach Mauricio
Pochettino. “That’s not easy. Not many teams can dom-

inate a team like Manchester City.” However, the
Argentine, who had to come onto the pitch to calm his
players after Di Maria saw red, admitted his side’s
indiscipline had cost them. Idrissa Gueye was also sent
off late in the first leg for a shocking challenge on Ilkay
Gundogan. “Over the 180 minutes, for 40 or 45 minutes
we played with 10 men,” added Pochettino. “That’s a
massive advantage.”

The French champions thought they had an early
penalty to get back in the tie when Oleksandr
Zinchenko was penalised for handball. However, Dutch
referee Bjorn Kuipers rightly reversed his initial deci-
sion on seeing a replay of the ball bouncing off the
Ukrainian’s shoulder.

Zinchenko was heavily involved again when the
opening goal arrived at the other end. He raced onto
City goalkeeper Ederson’s thunderous long pass into
the PSG area. Zinchenko’s cut-back found Kevin De
Bruyne and after the Belgian’s shot was blocked,
Mahrez pounced to slot home on his weaker right foot.
The tie was still far from over as PSG penned City back
and should have been at least level on the night before
half-time.

Marquinhos has made a habit of scoring big
Champions League goals and the Brazilian was inches
away from another when his looping header came back
off the crossbar. Ederson then nearly undid his good
work as Di Maria intercepted his hurried throw to
Bernardo Silva and flashed a shot inches wide with the
Brazilian ‘keeper stranded outside his goal.

Neymar nullified
Pochettino will wonder what could have been had

Mbappe been fit with his replacement Icardi ineffec-
tive. Neymar only ever showed flashes of his brilliance
with City’s impressive defense led by Ruben Dias able
to focus on stopping the Brazilian without Mbappe to
worry about. Guardiola’s men have always shown
enough quality going forward and a clinical counter-
attack killed off the tie on 63 minutes. De Bruyne
freed Phil Foden down the left and his inch-perfect
cross was blasted high past Keylor Navas by Mahrez.
In a repeat of the first leg, PSG’s discipline went with
their hopes of reaching the final.

Di Maria needlessly stamped on Fernandinho to be
shown a straight red card before Marco Verratti was
lucky to escape seeing a second yellow. “They lost
their nerve and started to kick us,” said Mahrez, rub-
bing salt in PSG wounds. “After the red card it was
good for us.” — AFP

Mahrez double takes Man City
into first Champions League final

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s Algerian midfielder Riyad Mahrez (center) scores the opening goal during the UEFA
Champions League second leg semi-final football match between Manchester City and Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) at
the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west England, on Tuesday. — AFP

City’s Guardiola
exorcises Champions
League demons 
MANCHESTER: After a decade of disappointment,
Pep Guardiola is back in a Champions League final and
just one game away from delivering on his task to
make Manchester City champions of Europe for the
first time. In the coming days, they will seal a fifth
Premier League title in the past 10 years.

Once dubbed the “noisy neighbors” by legendary
former Manchester United manager Alex Ferguson,
City are now not just the dominant force in
Manchester but also in English football. By the end of
the month, the mix of Emirati wealth and Guardiola’s
coaching may have also conquered Europe.

“Of course we invest a lot of money since Sheikh
Mansour took over, but it is not just this,” said
Guardiola. “It is a lot of incredible things behind the
scenes. “Reaching the final of the Champions League,
helps us realize in the bigger picture what we have
done in the last four years. What we have done these
four years is incredible.”

‘Remarkable’ consistency
Since a difficult first year in England, Guardiola has

led City to four League Cups, an FA Cup and the brink
of a third Premier League title in four seasons.
However, until now, that domestic success always came
with the caveat of Champions League collapses.

Guardiola has won the competition twice before as
a coach during his time at Barcelona, but not since
2011. City did not even progress beyond the last eight
in his first four seasons in charge. It was a similar story
for the Catalan in his three years at Bayern Munich
between 2013 and 2016 as three Bundesliga titles were
overshadowed by three semi-final exits to Spanish
opposition. “People believe because it happened in the
past I have to arrive every year in the final of the
Champions League,” added Guardiola. “This is a little
bit unfair because the consistency these guys have
shown in every competition these last four or five
years is remarkable.”

City exorcised many of their Champions League
demons against PSG. Missed chances, controversial
refereeing decisions and sloppy defending frequently
combined to cost them in recent seasons.

This time an early penalty awarded against
Oleksandr Zinchenko was overturned after a VAR
review, Mahrez was deadly with his two chances and
City’s much-improved defense withstood a first-half
barrage. “The first-half they were so good but we
defended so well. We defend all together, helped each
other,” said Guardiola after a 31st clean sheet of the
season. “To reach the final in this competition is so dif-
ficult. It is the toughest one for the quality of the
opponents, the composure you have to have and to
suffer the toughest moments. We did it.”

Win one more game on May 29 and Guardiola will
be among a select band of just three other managers
— Bob Paisley, Carlo Ancelotti and Zinedine Zidane —
to win the European Cup three times. With already 25
major trophies to his name in just 12 seasons in charge
of Barca, Bayern and City, the 50-year-old can silence
any lasting doubters and cement his status as one of
the greatest coaches of all-time with victory in
Istanbul. — AFP

PSG regret Mbappe
absence, loss of
discipline in latest exit
PARIS: For Paris Saint-Germain another Champions
League campaign ends in disappointment, wondering
what might have been had one of their superstar
attackers not been sidelined at the crucial moment. In
2018 and 2019 it was Neymar who was injured as PSG
lost in the last 16 to Real Madrid and then Manchester
United.

This time it was Kylian Mbappe, handicapped by a
calf knock that meant he was left on the bench in
Tuesday’s 2-0 semi-final second leg defeat against
Manchester City, huddled up to keep warm on a bitter
night in the north of England.

Coach Mauricio Pochettino must have hoped his
team, having lost 2-1 in the first leg, could stay in the
tie long enough to make it worth risking Mbappe for
the closing stages. After Riyad Mahrez scored his and
City’s second of the night, Angel Di Maria’s sending-
off midway through the second half meant there was
no point in sending on Mbappe. The tie was over.

There will be no second consecutive Champions
League final for last season’s runners-up, as the most
coveted trophy of all continues to elude their Qatari
owners a decade after they bought the club. This
defeat might hurt that bit more coming against Abu
Dhabi-backed City, and it once again brings into focus
the Qatar strategy at the Parc des Princes.

PSG threw the two biggest transfer fees in history
at Neymar and Mbappe in 2017 but the 400 million-
euro ($480m) duo have not managed to deliver
European glory, and they now have just a year remain-
ing on their contracts.

Mbappe starred with a hat-trick in Barcelona and a
brace at Bayern Munich in the last two rounds.
Standing in for him in Manchester, Mauro Icardi made
little impact, and the Parisians failed to muster a shot
on target in the tie after the 28th minute of the first leg.

‘Lost their nerve’
They ended up losing their nerve at the Etihad

Stadium, with Di Maria seeing red for stamping on
Fernandinho’s foot before Marco Verratti, Presnel
Kimpembe and Danilo Pereira were all booked.
Afterwards PSG players queued up to accuse Dutch
referee Bjorn Kuipers of insulting them, but they did not
help themselves. “They lost their nerve and started to
kick us and after the red card it was more comfortable,”
said Mahrez, born and brought up in the Paris suburbs
but who drove a dagger to PSG’s heart by scoring three

of City’s four goals in the tie, a year after ex-Paris
winger Kingsley Coman netted Bayern’s winner in the
final. It was an inglorious exit for Pochettino’s team, but
the defeat should take nothing away from their achieve-
ments in knocking out Barcelona and Bayern.

“We eliminated teams who could have gone on to
win it, like us,” PSG’s sporting director Leonardo told
broadcaster RMC Sport. “Our objective now is always
to win, not just to reach the semi-finals, but I think our
performances in the last two years have shown that we
are among the real contenders to win the trophy we
want the most.”

New deals? 
The question now, as always, is what happens

next. Leonardo still needs to add quality to support
Mbappe and Neymar, particularly at full-back. He
also needs to sort out the futures of his superstar
forwards, with negotiations over new contracts
ongoing.

“We need to continue, keep the foundations we
have,” Leonardo added. “Today is not the time to
decide or announce anything. We can be proud of
what we did. We are not satisfied at losing in the

semi-finals but that can happen against a team like
Manchester City. I am optimistic for the future.”

That future will be with Pochettino, who arrived in
January and has regularly spoken of the need for a full
pre-season. More immediately he also has a league
and cup double to win — French champions seven
times in eight years, PSG are second in Ligue 1, a point
behind Lille with three matches left. “Let’s concentrate
on the future and prepare the team to win the games
we have left,” Pochettino said. “The way we played in
these two games gives us hope for the future, to come
back and try again.” — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s Spanish manager Pep
Guardiola watches his players from the touchline during the
UEFA Champions League second leg semi-final football
match between Manchester City and Paris Saint-Germain
(PSG) at the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west
England, on Tuesday. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentinian head coach Mauricio Pochettino (center) remonstrates with Referee
Bjorn Kuipers on the pitch after Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentinian midfielder Angel Di Maria (unseen) was given a red
card during the UEFA Champions League second leg semi-final football match between Manchester City and Paris
Saint-Germain (PSG) at the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west England, on Tuesday. — AFP


