
Wednesday, October 20, 2021S p o r t s

Established 1961 15

MANCHESTER: Manchester United manager Ole
Gunnar Solskjaer was left with no excuses in his quest
to end the club’s four-year trophy drought when
Cristiano Ronaldo headlined a starry transfer window.
But the Norwegian has failed to match expectations
and Saturday’s 4-2 loss at Leicester left United five
points adrift in the Premier League title race and
already out of the League Cup.

The scrutiny on Solskjaer is increasing ahead of
Atalanta’s visit to Old Trafford in the Champions
League tonight with progress to the last 16 of Europe’s
premier club competition far from certain. Ronaldo’s
last-gasp strike to snatch a 2-1 win over Villarreal
three weeks ago was badly needed after United lost
their opening game in Group F to Swiss champions
Young Boys.

Solskjaer already has one early group stage exit on
his CV. Last season the Red Devils blew a perfect start
to be knocked out by Paris Saint-Germain and RB
Leipzig. Failure to reach the knockout stages again
could be the final blow to Solskjaer’s credibility among
a fanbase beginning to turn on the man who famously
won them the Champions League with a stoppage
time goal against Bayern Munich in 1999.

No return on investment
United spent £73 million to sign Jadon Sancho from

Borussia Dortmund in July and followed that with the
impressive capture of four-time Champions League
winner Raphael Varane from Real Madrid. But
Ronaldo’s return relegated Sancho’s signing to the
shadows. The five-time Ballon d’Or winner has scored
five times in eight games since returning to the club
where he made his name. However, United have won
only three of those eight games.

“The performances have been so shoddy all season
in terms of team performances,” said former
Manchester United captain Gary Neville. “There’s
been some good results and some great individual
goals, but the overall performances and the unit in and
out of possession have been shoddy.”

Sancho has embodied those struggles more than
most. He was a prolific scorer and creator during four
seasons in Germany, where he blossomed into one of
Europe’s most promising attacking talents, but United
are yet to see any return on their investment with no
goals or assists in his first 10 appearances for the club.

The 21-year-old has not been helped by persistent
tinkering with his role. Initially signed to fill United’s
need for a right winger, he has found himself more
often playing from the left with Mason Greenwood
forced onto the right by Ronaldo’s presence through
the middle. Now Marcus Rashford and Edinson Cavani
are coming back to fitness.

Solskjaer has so far tried to accommodate as many
of his arsenal of attacking players as possible with a
front three backed up by Bruno Fernandes and Paul
Pogba in midfield. Pogba and Fernandes have already
spoken out at the need for a clearer tactical plan.
Solskjaer hinted after Saturday’s loss that he has tough

choices to make.
“We need to look at the whole set-up and balance

of the team and maybe something has to give. Lately,
we have not been in great form, we’ve lost too many
points and that is something we have to look at,” said
Solskjaer. “We might have to change. Do we need
more legs in there?”

Sancho may well be the fall guy, making way for an
extra body in midfield, but that would again highlight
the muddled thinking that has epitomized United’s
years of decline since Alex Ferguson’s departure as
manager in 2013. After the club spent nearly two years
pursuing his signature, it has taken barely two months
for Sancho’s role in the team to be questioned. — AFP

Sancho victim of Solskjaer’s
struggle to strike right balance
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LEICESTER: Manchester United’s English striker Mason Greenwood (left) celebrates scoring the opening goal with
Manchester United’s English striker Jadon Sancho (right) during their teamís English Premier League football match against
Leicester City at King Power Stadium in Leicester, central England on Saturday. — AFP

Time is now for Barca
as bid for Champions
League recovery begins
MADRID: Barcelona want to build for the future with
the tantalizing prospect of another group of teenage
talents emerging together, but for now reality still
bites. After successive 3-0 losses to Bayern Munich
and Benfica in Group E, another loss at home to
Dynamo Kiev tonight would leave them on the brink of
Champions League elimination. It would bring closer
the possibility of failing to reach the knock-out stage
for the first time since 2003, when Barca had not qual-
ified for the competition. The last time the club played
in the group stage and crashed out was 2001, when
they dropped into the UEFA Cup where a team featur-
ing Pep Guardiola and Patrick Kluivert lost to eventual
winners Liverpool in the semi-finals.

Many of Europe’s most prestigious clubs have
recently endured outings in Europe’s secondary com-
petition. Manchester United, Chelsea, Arsenal,
Liverpool, Atletico Madrid and Juventus have all fea-
tured in the Europa League over the last decade. But
for Barcelona, relegation would be particularly deflat-
ing, especially coming after the departure of Lionel
Messi to Paris Saint-Germain.

Unlike the Premier League, where six teams have
for the best part of 10 years traded blows in the race
for Champions League places, La Liga’s leading duo

have hardly ever looked like missing out on the top
four. In financial terms, the gaps have been bigger in
La Liga, with first to fifth separated by 600 million
euros of revenue in the last figures recorded before
the pandemic, while in the Premier League the differ-
ence was more like 150 million.

It means Barcelona’s place in the Champions
League has been more assured, even if they have still
shown impressive consistency during the Messi era to
advance to the last 16. Ending that run this year would
be a blow to their sense of status, stretching the dis-
tance even further between them and Europe’s elite.

There would be more tangible costs too. Atletico
Madrid threw away 15 million euros when they
dropped into the Europa League in 2017, a figure that
would have been far more dramatic if they had not
gone on to win the competition.

With total debts of 1.35 billion euros, Barcelona can
ill-afford to have a key source of revenue slashed, just
as the club’s president Joan Laporta is hoping to begin
the recovery with the return of fans to Camp Nou.

At Sunday’s club AGM, Laporta ran out of time to
hold votes on key strategic decisions like a 1.5-billion-
euro revamp of stadium facilities and relaxing a rule
that says the board must resign if club debts are more
than double the earnings for two years in a row.

The vote will now be held on Sunday, before
Barcelona’s home game against Real Madrid and
Laporta’s request for more borrowing might not go
down well should the team’s European prospects
worsen in midweek. A 3-1 victory over Valencia in La
Liga on Sunday offered a positive start to a crunch
week that could prove regenerative if two big games
now go Barcelona’s way.—AFP

Defensive Sane turns
whistles into ovations
from Bayern fans
BERLIN: After he was mercilessly whistled by Bayern
Munich fans in August, Leroy Sane has beefed up his
defense to silence disgruntled supporters and justify his
45 million euros ($52 million) transfer from Manchester
City. Sane is set to start away to Benfica in Lisbon
tonight with visitors Bayern chasing a third straight
Champions League victory to stay top of Group E after
wins last month over Barcelona and Dynamo Kiev. 

Neither club managed to score past Bayern, who
have scored eight goals without reply so far in Europe,
and Sane deserves some of the credit after improving
his pressing in the opposition’s half. As Bayern head
coach Julian Nagelsmann points out, Sane has been
“throwing himself into the defensive work full force. He
has made incredible steps in counter-pressing”.

It’s not always been the case. Sane joined Bayern
from City in 2020, but struggled to make an impact last
season as questions lingered over his defending. His
attacking skills are beyond question, as he again showed
on Sunday at the heart of Bayern’s 5-1 demolition of
Leverkusen to top the Bundesliga table.

As a 19-year-old, Sane marked his Champions
League debut in 2015 against Real Madrid for ex-club
Schalke with a dream goal from the edge of the area. He
moved in 2016 move from Gelsenkirchen to Manchester
and rates his free-kick for the Citizens against his for-
mer club Schalke in 2019 as the “best goal I’ve ever
scored”. However, on top of his four goals and seven
assists for Bayern this season, he has shown a newfound
resolve to win the ball back.

‘Unrecognizable’
He presses opponents in their own half and also

tracks back, as he did to snuff out a Dynamo Kiev
attack early in Bayern’s 5-0 win. That was typical of his
new determination not to neglect his defensive duties. In
that regard, Sane is “unrecognizable”, according to for-
mer Liverpool and Germany midfielder Didi Hamann,
now a Sky pundit.

It’s a far cry from the whistles Sane endured in a
league game against Cologne in August when disgrun-

tled Bayern fans made their feelings known after too
many of his passes went astray and he did little to win
the ball back. “I didn’t want to experience that again,”
Sane later admitted. “I knew I needed time, but it’s not
like I sat back. I always work hard on myself and knew it
would be tough (at Bayern) because there is a lot of
pressure on you here.”

The proof that he has won over Bayern fans came
when Sane received a standing ovation when substitut-
ed after a strong display - with and without the ball - in
a 7-0 thrashing of Bochum in September when he
scored with a stunning free-kick.

“It is important for every player to have a clear head
so that he can perform at his best,” said Nagelsmann.
“We haven’t given Leroy any special treatment, not
even after the whistles against Cologne. It’s not advis-
able to always discuss everything repeatedly. You just
have to let him play.” Sane’s work ethic has also been
noted on the international stage. He scored against
Liechtenstein and Iceland in September before sitting
on the bench as Germany wrapped up qualification for
next year’s World Cup in last Monday’s 4-0 win over
North Macedonia. “He floats across the pitch with an
ease. Leroy has outstanding skills, but his self-confi-
dence has returned,” Germany coach Hansi Flick said.
“Now he also has the impulse to want to retrieve lost
balls”. — AFP

MUNICH: Bayern Munich’s midfielder Leroy Sane looks on
during a training session in Munich, southern Germany
yesterday on the eve of the team’s UEFA Champions
League Group E football match against SL Benfica. — AFP

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s coach Ronald Koeman addresses a press conference in Barcelona yesterday, on the eve of their
UEFA Champions League first round Group E football match against Dynamo Kiev. — AFP


