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Troyes return to
France’s elite backed
by Man City owners
PARIS: Three years after relegation from Ligue 1,
Troyes have sealed a return to the French top
flight under former Marseille midfielder Laurent
Batlles and backed by the City Football Group
(CFG), the parent company of Manchester City.

Despite last September’s takeover by CFG,
majority-owned by Sheikh Mansour’s Abu Dhabi
United Group, promotion was not necessarily the
overriding objective for a modest club from a
region better known for its champagne.

But it was the reward for a successful season
for a team that became the 10th in CFG’s global
stable, joining the likes of New York City,
Melbourne City and Yokohama F. Marinos in
Japan. Troyes spent much of the campaign at the
top, last Saturday’s 2-0 victory over Dunkerque
clinching the Ligue 2 title — a year after the
Covid-19 pandemic abruptly halted their promo-
tion push.

While Clermont and Toulouse will battle for
the second automatic promotion place, Troyes
could beat their previous points record (78) with
a win at Le Havre on Saturday. Troyes have
bounced back and forth between the top tier and
lower divisions since the 1950s, although the
present-day version of the club was founded in
1986 as Association Troyes Aube Champagne.

They reached the top flight under Alain Perrin
in 1999 but were relegated in 2003 following his
departure for Marseille. Since then, Troyes have
returned to the elite four times, only once avoiding
going straight back down. Batlles and co. hope it
will be different this time, particularly with the
new management structure in place. Interestingly,
it was a deal that only arose after talks with
another Ligue 2 outfit Nancy fizzled out.

CFG became Troyes’ new majority sharehold-
er after buying the stake from previous owner
Daniel Masoni. “At City Football Group, our
objective remains to play beautiful football, iden-
tify and develop grassroots talent and have a
permanent presence in the world’s football cen-
tres,” Ferran Soriano, chief executive of CFG,
said at the time.

‘Whole lot of work’
The 45-year-old Batlles, appointed to his first

senior coaching job by Troyes in 2019, has built a
side that plays attractive football and relies on a
solid core, with no out-and-out star. Veteran
attacker Yoann Touzghar, 34, has previous Ligue
1 experience with Lens, and is the third highest
scorer in the second division this season, while
midfielder Florian Tardieu and goalkeeper
Gauthier Gallon are other key players.

A 12-match unbeaten run spanning from
September to December propelled the club into
first place, and despite a patchy series of results
across February and March, six wins in their past
seven games made sure of promotion.

“As a player you go through the emotions dif-
ferently, almost in an individual way. Here, I
experience it for the whole club, the staff, the
players. There’s a whole lot work of behind it,” an
emotional Batlles said after beating Dunkerque.

CFG is also part owned by US private equity
firm Silver Lake, who last month received the
backing of New Zealand Rugby to acquire a
stake in the All Blacks, and China Media Capital
Consortium. The behind-the-scenes upheaval has
not affected Batlles, the new owners ostensibly
heeding the warning issued by the coach. 

“Everything that’s done today, it’s me who
puts it in place... nothing is dictated to me,” he
said following the takeover. The financial might of
CFG, with its worldwide network and reservoir
of up-and-coming youngsters should provide
Troyes with the means for a successful transition
to the top flight. And, perhaps, the resources to
stay there long-term. —AFP

BERLIN: Striker Erling Braut Haaland is expected to
return for Borussia Dortmund in tonight’s German
Cup final against RB Leipzig, whose departing coach
Julian Nagelsmann wants to sign off with his and the
club’s first title.

Haaland returned to training on Tuesday having
sat out Saturday’s 3-2 league win over Leipzig with
deep bruising as England winger Jadon Sancho
scored a superb winner in the cup final rehearsal.
“Even if he (Haaland) plays, I give us a good chance
of winning this final,” said Leipzig defender Lukas
Klostermann, who scored during Saturday’s away
league defeat.

Dortmund will be without Switzerland goalkeeper
Marwin Hitz, who injured his knee on Saturday and
will be replaced in goal by Roman Buerki. Dortmund
are bidding to lift the cup for only the fifth time in
the club’s history. Their last win in the final was four
years ago when they squeezed past Eintracht
Frankfurt.

“It will be very intense again,” Dortmund center-
back Mats Hummels said ahead of his eighth cup
final, having only won twice. As Dortmund sports
director Michael Zorc told AFP subsidiary SID: “The
cup has been around for 85 years, we have won it
four times. You don’t lift it every year.”

In contrast, Red Bull-backed Leipzig, who were
only founded in 2009, are still chasing a first major
title in any competition after a 3-0 thrashing at the
hands of Bayern Munich in the 2019 final. Without or
without Haaland, Dortmund are favorites after win-
ning their last five games since losing to Manchester

City in the Champions League quarter-finals.
They are also unbeaten in their last seven match-

es against Leipzig. “The record is not outstanding,
we have work to do,” said Nagelsmann, who will
leave to take charge of Bayern next season. In 11
matches against Dortmund as either coach of
Leipzig or his ex-club Hoffenheim, Nagelsmann has
won just once.

“It’s about time, in Berlin we finally have to get it
right,” added Nagelsmann. The 33-year-old can
make history as the youngest head coach to win the
trophy, beating Hans-Dieter Tippenhauer, who was
35 when Fortuna Duesseldorf won the 1979 final.
The fixture presents the chance of a first major title
for Leipzig and their coach.

Despite steering Leipzig to the last four of the
Champions League last season, Nagelsmann has
just one trophy on his CV — the Under-19
Bundesliga title with Hoffenheim in 2013/14. When
he joined in 2019, Nagelsmann said he wanted to
win “some silverware” with Leipzig. This is his last
chance before being replaced by Jesse Marsch, cur-
rently in charge of Red Bull Salzburg and
Nagelsmann wants to sign off by celebrating a cup
final win “with the boys”.

Dortmund caretaker coach Edin Terzic also
wants to finish his brief tenure in style. Next season,
the 38-year-old will be assistant coach to Marco
Rose when he arrives from Moenchengladbach. As a
“life-long” Dortmund fan, Terzic coached the junior
and reserve teams before taking over as caretaker
boss last December and often made the trip to the

capital city to see Dortmund play as a fan. “I’ve
been there by car, by plane, by fans train and also

on a train for staff,” recalls Terzic.  “Now, for the
first time, I’m taking the team bus to Berlin.” —AFP

Haaland set for German Cup final return
as Nagelsmann eyes title farewell

DORTMUND: Dortmund’s Norwegian forward Erling Braut Haaland (left) reacts next to Dortmund’s
English midfielder Jude Bellingham after the German first division Bundesliga football match BVB
Borussia Dortmund v RB Leipzig in Dortmund, western Germany on May 8, 2021. —AFP

Solskjaer calls
on Man Utd
to strengthen
MANCHESTER: Manchester United
manager Ole Gunnar Solskjaer called on
the club’s owners to bolster his squad
after a 2-1 loss at home to Leicester on
Tuesday confirmed Manchester City as
Premier League champions. Second-
placed United, who had to beat the
Foxes to maintain their fading title
hopes, fell behind to Luke Thomas’ 10th-
minute goal at Old Trafford.

Mason Greenwood equalized just
five minutes later but Turkish defend-
er Caglar Soyuncu’s second-half
header saw Leicester to a win that
boosted their bid for a Champions
League place and set them up for this
weekend’s FA Cup final against
Chelsea at Wembley. Defeat left
United 10 points behind City, with
only a maximum of nine available to
the Red Devils from their three
remaining league games this season.

The Glazers, United’s Florida-
based owners, have been the target of
bitter demonstrations by supporters
in recent weeks as a result of their
role in trying to take the club into the
aborted European Super League. One
protest even saw United supporters
break into Old Trafford ahead of a
match against arch-rivals Liverpool,
causing the fixture to be postponed.

But the Glazers have backed
United managers in the transfer mar-
ket during their controversial time in
charge and Solskjaer urged them to
make more funds available in a bid to
get on terms with Abu Dhabi-backed
City.

“If you want to take up the chal-
lenge with them (City) we need to
strengthen our squad,” Solskjaer told
BT Sport. “Congratulations to them.
They have had a fantastic season. I am
very pleased with my boys that have
made it to the last 10 days with a
Manchester City side ahead of us that
are lauded as the best in Europe. We
want to take the next step and it might
be that we need a couple more to
strengthen the squad.”

Former United striker Solskjaer,
faced with a schedule of three games
in five days, had promised to rotate
his squad. And the Norwegian was as
good as his word, making 10 changes
to the side that beat Aston Villa 3-1,
with Greenwood the only player to
retain his starting position. “It can’t be
like this again,” said Solskjaer. “We
can’t play like Thursday, Sunday,
Tuesday to Thursday, it is impossible
that’s the reason we made the
changes. It’s unheard of.”

Leicester’s victory meant the
Midlands club leapfrogged
Champions League finalists Chelsea
into third place, although the London
club have a game in hand, with the top
four at the end of the Premier League
season guaranteed a place among
Europe’s elite next term.

‘Perfect platform’
The Foxes have yet to win the FA

Cup but manager Brendan Rodgers
said this win was the ideal preparation
for Saturday’s showpiece match. “It’s
the perfect platform to get the three
points at this magnificent club,” he told
the BBC. “We know we are playing a
top team. Tonight was the Europa
League finalists, now at the weekend it
is the Champions League finalists. 

“But we will be ready and let’s see if
we can make history,” he added. United
defender Harry Maguire missed his first

league match since joining from
Leicester in 2019 after suffering an ankle
injury in Sunday’s comeback win at Villa
Park. As rain lashed down upon Old
Trafford, it was the visitors who took a
10th-minute lead thanks to a superb fin-
ish from Thomas, who volleyed a center
from Youri Tielemans back across goal
and into the top right-hand corner.
United, however, drew level through
Greenwood’s low shot before Soyuncu
rose above Nemanja Matic in the 66th
minute to head powerfully into the root
of the net from a corner. —AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester United’s English striker Mason Greenwood
(center) maneuvers through defenders on his way to scoring his team’s
opening goal during the English Premier League football match between
Manchester United and Leicester City at Old Trafford in Manchester, north
west England, on Tuesday. —AFP

Barca title hopes
hanging by a thread
after Levante draw
MADRID: Lionel Messi scored a brilliant volley but
Barcelona’s title hopes could be over, with a 3-3
draw away at Levante on Tuesday giving Real
Madrid and Atletico Madrid the chance to pull away
at the top of La Liga. Another slip could prove deci-
sive given Atletico will move four points clear of
Barca with two games left. Real Madrid will edge
two points ahead of Ronald Koeman’s side if they
win away tonight at Granada. 

There are certainly no guarantees in what has
been a frenetic and thrilling title race in recent
weeks, with all of Spain’s four contenders stumbling
down the final stretch. But with only two games left
now and potentially two teams to catch, Barcelona’s
chances of taking the title off Real Madrid this sea-
son would appear remote. “We were always
depending on other results but the objective was to
win our three games and hope others dropped
points,” said Koeman. “Now it’s very complicated.” 

Levante sit 14th in the table and had won only
one of their previous eight matches but they had
also prevailed in three of their last four games at
home against Barca, and they turned it on again.
Barcelona led 2-0 from Messi’s acrobatic strike and

a simple Pedri finish but two goals in two minutes
before the hour suddenly had Levante level,
Gonzalo Melero and Jose Luis Morales giving
Levante hope. 

Ousmane Dembele pulled the visitors ahead
again but again they squandered the advantage,
Sergio Leon diverting in at the near post and this
time there was no way back. “We lowered our
intensity from the start of the second half, lost our
rhythm,” said Koeman. “We weren’t defensively
attentive and we let Levante back in. There is no
other explanation.”

“Our chances are slim,” added Sergio Busquets.
“And that’s our fault - our decisions, our concentra-
tion - we give away easy goals.” Koeman has made
positive strides this season but his team’s lapses of
concentration and fragility in defense remain. 

Questions around the Dutchman’s future will
grow louder the more the club’s title chances fade,
his decisions this time to start Dembele at right
wing-back and to bring Sergi Roberto into the back
three particularly vulnerable to scrutiny. “Coaches
will always be questioned, that isn’t going to change
but with that second half there will be questions
asked and I understand that perfectly,” said Koeman.

Barcelona had scored twice in nine minutes to
take control, Jordi Alba’s cross grazing the head of
Miramon on its way to Messi, who adjusted his
body and threw his left foot over the ball, volleying
it into the bottom corner for his 37th goal of the
season. 

Messi instigated the second too, freeing the

sprinting Dembele down the right, who powered
past Oscar Duarte and prodded back just in time for
Pedri to finish. Barca were in charge but Levante
always looked a threat on the break and made it pay
with two goals in two minutes before the hour. 

First, Melero nipped in front of Sergi Roberto
to head in and then a sloppy Messi touch allowed
Morales to bounce the ball off Roger Marti,
before volleying brilliantly into the far corner.
Parity lasted only f ive minutes, though, as
Barcelona came again. —AFP

VALENCIA: Levante’s Spanish midfielder Jorge Miramon
(center) vies with Barcelona’s Spanish midfielder
Sergio Busquets during the Spanish league football
match Levante UD against FC Barcelona at the Ciutat de
Valencia stadium in Valencia on Tuesday. —AFP

UEFA opens penal
probe into Super
League holdouts
LAUSANNE: UEFA yesterday initiated disciplinary
proceedings against Real Madrid, Barcelona and
Juventus, the three clubs yet to renounce the abort-
ed European Super League project. European foot-
ball’s governing body has appointed disciplinary
inspectors to conduct an investigation regarding a
potential violation of UEFA rules by the clubs “in
connection with the so-called ‘Super League’ proj-

ect”, it announced. “Further information regarding
this matter will be made available in due course.”

UEFA last week said it would take “appropriate
action” against the three clubs who still support the
proposed Super League, a competition that would
guarantee its founding members involvement every
season, instead of having to qualify.

The Super League was announced on April 18
but two days later it collapsed as the six Premier
League clubs withdrew after angry protests from
supporters and under pressure from the British
government. Nine of the original 12 clubs have now
dropped out. 

Tottenham, Arsenal, Manchester City,
Manchester United, Chelsea, Liverpool, Atletico
Madrid, Inter Milan and AC Milan were on Friday

given a financial penalty by UEFA for their involve-
ment. They committed to taking “all steps within
their power” to end their involvement in the break-
away league and agreed to participate in UEFA
competitions for which they qualify. They also
agreed to pay fines of 100 million euros if they ever
seek to play in an “unauthorized” competition. 

Some media have reported that UEFA is contem-
plating a two-year ban from European competition
for the three holdouts, the maximum its rules allow.
However, their options are clouded by a ruling from
a commercial court in Madrid on April 20. The court
banned UEFA and FIFA from making any moves to
block a Super League or taking any disciplinary
measures against the clubs, players or officials
involved. —AFP


