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MILAN: AC Milan make their long-awaited return
to the Champions League this week on one of the
biggest stages the game has to offer, a trip to
Liverpool  today a l lowing them to dream of
Europe’s biggest prize once again. There will be 13
European Cups between the two teams at Anfield,
but while Reds have become one of the continent’s
most feared sides under Jurgen Klopp, winning
their most recent Champions league in 2019, the
Italian side will run out for their first group fixture
in the competition since 2013.

They are in confident mood after a fast start to
the new Serie A season which has earned them a
perfect nine points from their opening three match-
es. Stefano Pioli, who has never won a major honor
as a coach, has a promising team on his hands with
the progress made since his arrival in 2019 crystal-
lized by Sunday’s 2-0 stroll against much-fancied
Lazio at the San Siro. Asked whether his side were
dreaming of going big in Europe, Pioli said: “We
should only be dreaming at night, in the day we
need to work hard to realize those dreams”.

The last eight years have been arid for the sev-
en-time European champions, who haven not won
Serie A in a decade and were last crowned the con-
tinent’s top team way back in 2007, when they beat
Liverpool in Athens. That was the last meeting
between the pair and came two years after the
Reds inflicted one of the most traumatic defeats in
Milan’s history, coming back from three goals down
at half-time against a star-studded Rossoneri line-
up before eventually winning a historic final on
penalties. 

Since then Milan, by far Italy’s most successful
team in Europe, have failed to get past the quarter-
finals of the Champions League and in 2019, while
recovering from major financial problems brough
to the fore by a disastrous Chinese ownership, even
failed to get out of a Europa League group which
contained Dudelange, Olympiakos and Real Betis.

Sacchi hails Milan style
This year’s group is a much tougher proposition,

with  La Liga holders  At let ico Madrid  and
Portuguese champions Porto also potentially block-
ing their path to the knockout stages, but leg-
endary Milan boss Arrigo Sacchi told AFP current
coach Stefano Pioli is on the right track. “Milan
have a difficult group, which will cost them a few
points in the league. But the important thing is to
win in this competition,” Sacchi, who twice won the
European Cup, said.

“I’ve known Pioli for a long time, because he is
from Parma where I worked for a few years. Back
then he was already an excellent tactical coach,
but he was one who couldn’t quite transmit an
identity to his teams. “He’s gone onto the next lev-
el now though, as his team has a style.” Zlatan
Ibrahimovic hadn’t even begun his first spell at
Mi lan when they were last  crowned kings of
Europe, as he was instead firing their local rivals
Inter to the Serie A title.

However, approaching 40 and back in the red
and black of Milan for a second time, the Swedish
star will be a key figure for Pioli after scoring on
Sunday, seven minutes into his return to action

after four months out with a knee injury. “He’s got
this passion,” said Pioli. “I believe that apart from
his evident talent it’s the passion, the fire that he

has inside him that makes training for him a pleas-
ure.. . When you’re l ike that you don’t feel the
advancing years.” —AFP

AC Milan dreaming big ahead 
of Champions League return 

MILAN: AC Milan’s Italian coach Stefano Pioli speaks to his players during the Italian Serie A football match
between AC Milan and Lazio at The San Siro Stadium in Milan. —AFP

New-look Inter host 
Real aiming to outdo 
big name old boys
MILAN: Simone Inzaghi is trying to put Inter Milan’s
rocky recent European past behind him as his side pre-
pare for the visit of Real Madrid and an attempt to finally
make it to the Champions league knockouts. A long, hot
summer at the Italian champions seems to be cooling
down now that the new season has got underway, as
memories of the departed stars Romelu Lukaku, Achraf
Hakimi and Antonio Conte - as well as the financial
problems that led to their exits - are shunted aside in
face of a new-look Nerazzurri side which has started the
campaign well. 

Seven points from the first three matches of the sea-
son is not a bad haul for new coach Inzaghi, although
after missing a host of chances in Sunday’s 2-2 draw at
Sampdoria the former Lazio boss will be wondering why
it isn’t a perfect nine. And after a promising opening few
weeks domestically he now he has the chance to go one
better than his more illustrious predecessor Conte did in
his two years in charge at the San Siro and make it past

the group stage. 
“I’m not thinking about last season because it’s since

2010 (2011, Ed) that Inter haven’t get into the last 16.
That’s not last season, it’s the last 10 years,” Inzaghi told
reporters yesterday. “That’s a statistic that we want to
change at all costs.” Inter also have the chance to get
revenge on two of the sides who denied them a place in
the knockout rounds last year, with Madrid and Shakhtar
Donetsk again paired with Inter, this time in Group D
with minnows Sheriff FC. “I think that what happened
with the two matches with Madrid last season is the past.
Now we have a great chance to write an exciting new
page,” said Inzaghi. “It won’t be a very easy group but
our hope is that we can get through it.”

While Inter obviously miss the firepower of one of
the world’s best strikers, Inzaghi still has a strong base
from which to attack the competition, with Copa
America winner Lautaro Martinez in form up front and
one of Italy’s Euro 2020 heroes Nicolo Barella shining in
midfield. New signings Edin Dzeko, Hakan Calhanoglu
and Joaquin Correa have all settled in well but up to now
have only faced modest opposition. Today’s match is a
much sterner test against a Madrid side which lead La
Liga and have scored 13 times in four matches, with nine
of those strikes coming from red-hot Karim Benzema
and Vinicius Junior.

Inter will be missing the talented but injury-prone

Stefano Sensi, who came on as Inzaghi’s fifth substitute
in the second-half but almost immediately suffered what
Inter later revealed to be a ligament sprain in his right
knee. Madrid meanwhile will be without Gareth Bale,
Toni Kroos, Dani Ceballos, Marcelo and Ferland Mendy,
with Bale reportedly suffering a hamstring injury that
could keep him out for some time. —AFP

LOMBARDY: Inter Milan’s Chilean midfielder Arturo Vidal
(center) is pictured during a training session in Appiano
Gentile, on the eve of the UEFA Champions League
Group D football match between Inter Milan and Real
Madrid in Milan yesterday. —AFP

Real Madrid aim to 
defy power-shift 
MADRID: After winning the Champions League three years in
a row, Real Madrid have gone three years without getting
close, the task now belonging to Carlo Ancelotti to put the club
back where they believe they belong. Madrid reached the
semi-finals last season but were resoundingly beaten by
Chelsea, whose 3-1 win on aggregate would have been more
emphatic had they not missed a cluster of chances in the sec-
ond leg. Before that, Madrid were outclassed by Manchester
City and outplayed by Ajax, a pair of deflating exits in the last
16 serving as a painful reality check after the giddy years
between 2014 and 2018. Four successes in that half-decade,
and three in a row, established Real Madrid at the pinnacle of
Europe, even if Barcelona continued to reign supreme in Spain.

But an iconic generation grew older and many have now
departed, with Cristiano Ronaldo, Sergio Ramos and Raphael
Varane - the spine of the team - all gone. Zinedine Zidane, the
coach, left too at the end of last season. His replacement,
Ancelotti, has a difficult job reclaiming La Liga from Atletico

Madrid, who have themselves retained all of their key players
and been boosted by the return of Antoine Griezmann.

But the task of reclaiming the Champions League
appears even more formidable, when set against the trajec-
tories of English rivals like Manchester City, Chelsea and
Manchester United, and in France, Paris Saint-Germain.
United, City and Chelsea spent around 400 million euros
($472 million) combined in the summer transfer window as
Ronaldo, Varane, Jadon Sancho, Jack Grealish and Romelu
Lukaku bolstered already-glittering squads at the top of the
Premier League.

PSG gladly swept up Ramos and Lionel Messi, La Liga’s
two remaining grandees, to go with Gianluigi Donnarumma,
Achraf Hakimi and Georginio Wijnaldum. Madrid, meanwhile,
made a profit of around 20 million euros, deals for Eduardo
Camavinga and David Alaba more than offset by the sales of
Varane and Martin Odegaard. And while PSG’s determination
to keep Kylian Mbappe for at least the final year of his con-
tract was tested by Florentino Perez, many suspect Madrid’s
president was not too unhappy to wait nine months, when he
can sign the France World Cup winner for free.

Ancelotti’s job now is to manage the year in between, the
season without Mbappe to lead the next era and with the
ageing leftovers of the last one - even if Luka Modric and

Karim Benzema might arguably grace all the starting line-
ups of Europe’s elite. There are talented youngsters too, like
Vinicius Junior and Rodrygo in attack and Miguel Gutierrez
at left-back. The 18-year-old Camavinga showed in his
debut on Sunday - when he scored just six minutes after
coming on - he could contribute sooner than many think.
And if Ancelotti can revive the injury-ridden Eden Hazard,
Madrid might have the best new signing of the lot.

Yet the odds are stacked against Ancelotti, as the base of
power - in terms of wealth, talent and tactics - shifts deci-
sively away from Spain, in the direction of Manchester and
Paris. Ancelotti’s appointment was perhaps even an admis-
sion of that shift: A low-maintenance, popular, potentially
short-term coach, capable of making the most of what he
has and trusted not to demand more. Already, there has been
something of a release, with 13 goals scored in Madrid’s first
four games bringing a welcome change in tone following the
more conscientious approach under Zidane. “Football has
changed in the last five years: It is more intense, more
aggressive, more organized, even some rules have changed,”
said Ancelotti at his unveiling. “But the idea is always the
same for Real Madrid: Attacking, spectacular football
because that is what the history of this club demands and
the fans want.” —AFP

This is it: Messi set 
for PSG Champions 
League bow
BRUGES: Lionel Messi came to Paris to win the
Champions League again and today he is set to finally
make his first start for his new club when they kick off
their European campaign in Bruges. Five weeks have
passed since Messi was presented as a Paris Saint-
Germain player and declared he was in “the ideal
place” to win the biggest prize in club football for the
fifth time. In more than a month he has been seen in a
PSG jersey for just 24 minutes as a substitute in a
Ligue 1 game at Reims.

The 34-year-old had been expected to make his full
debut for the Qatar-owned club last weekend but in the
end he was rested against Clermont after returning from
international duty with Argentina. However, PSG coach
Mauricio Pochettino is expected to finally unleash the
six-time Ballon d’Or winner from the start at the Jan
Breydel Stadium against Belgian champions Club
Brugge in the Group A opener.

If Neymar and Kylian Mbappe start too, it will be the
first time the superstar attacking trio will have been on
the pitch together for the Parisians. Expectations are
sky-high, both for Messi at his new club and for PSG in
the Champions League, a trophy they have yet to win
but crave more than anything. PSG will play Abu Dhabi-
backed Manchester City — the team that knocked them
out in last season’s semi-finals — as well as RB Leipzig

in a group that could hardly have been tougher, but this
is a team built to go all the way.

“It makes me think of Liverpool when I arrived there.
Liverpool were building a team to win the Premier
League. Here I have joined a team that has been built to
win something. I said to myself: ‘This is going to be mas-
sive’,” Georginio Wijnaldum, another of PSG’s summer
signings, told sports daily L’Equipe.

Lucky?
They should, at the very least, be far too strong for

their first opponents, even if the former European Cup
finalists have been Belgian champions in three of the last
four seasons. The last time PSG went to Bruges was in
the group stage two years ago. There was no Messi then,
and there was no Neymar either, but Mbappe bagged a
hat-trick in a 5-0 win.

This summer Wijnaldum and Messi were joined at the
Parc des Princes by Italy goalkeeper Gianluigi
Donnarumma, flying full-back Achraf Hakimi and former
Real Madrid skipper Sergio Ramos, as well as
Portuguese prospect Nuno Mendes. Ramos has not
played at all yet, while Messi has been slowly preparing
himself, but PSG have still won five games out of five in
Ligue 1, scoring 16 goals. Their recruitment drive, cou-
pled with their decision to knock back up to 200 million
euros from Real Madrid for Mbappe even with the
France star in the final year of his contract, has had some
of their European rivals up in arms.

“State-owned clubs are as dangerous for football’s
ecosystem as the Super League was,” said La Liga presi-
dent Javier Tebas, calling PSG’s spending “unsustainable”
in a football economy suffering from the impact of the
pandemic. PSG have always claimed they have not

breached UEFA’s Financial Fair Play regulations and
issued a stinging rebuke to Tebas, calling his remarks
“insulting and defamatory”. When it comes to Messi, La
Liga’s loss is PSG’s gain. That is clear even if Messi has
hardly contributed anything on the field for his new team.

“There are many more people who have a wider
vocabulary to describe him closer to the reality Leo
deserves,” Pochettino told UEFA.com when asked for
his impressions of his compatriot. Pochettino, who is
without the suspended Angel di Maria for the start of
the European campaign, was wary of playing up PSG’s
Champions League chances just yet. “This is a really
unpredictable competition...you need to be lucky,” he
told UEFA.com. Then again you can’t get much luckier
as a coach than having Messi, Neymar and Mbappe in
your team. —AFP

Liverpool facing 
toughest Champions 
League group
LIVERPOOL: Jurgen Klopp says his Liverpool
team face the “strongest” Champions League
group since he joined the club, defending the
competition’s current format as he prepares for
today’s blockbuster clash against AC Milan.
Klopp’s Reds will face seven-time European
champions AC Milan, Spanish league title holders
Atletico Madrid and 2004 Champions League
winners Porto in a daunting Group B. European
football’s governing body UEFA earlier this year
announced a new format for the Champions
League from 2024 - replacing the 32-team group
stage with a single league made up of 36 clubs.

That prompted fears that the quality of the
tournament would be diluted, with managers also
speaking out over player workloads. Klopp told
his pre-match press conference yesterday that
the make-up of Liverpool’s group this season
showed the strength of the current format. “This
is the strongest group since I’m at Liverpool, no
doubt about that,” said the German, whose side
were crowned European champions in 2019.

“I never understand that when people talk
about changes in the Champions League. It’s just
the right thing. “I like the Champions League
how it is. This group shows there are no games
where people think, ‘Do we really want to watch
that?’” Today’s match at Anfield features two
teams who have been crowned European cham-
pions 13 times between them and is a re-match
of the 2005 final in Istanbul, when Liverpool
recovered from a 3-0 half-time deficit to win on
penalties.

Milan gained revenge when they defeated
Liverpool 2-1 in the 2007 final in Athens. Stefano
Pioli’s Rossoneri are a force to be reckoned with
once more after failing to qualify for Europe’s
top club competition for seven consecutive sea-
sons. Klopp predicted Liverpool’s group would
be “exciting from the first second to the last sec-
ond”. “I can’t see early decisions made in this
group,” he said. “That keeps us on our toes - it’s
exactly what we wanted.” Klopp said he relished
the return of crowds after they were largely shut
out last season due to the coronavirus pandemic.

“Unbelievable stadiums, great crowd, pas-
sionate fanbase - it’s exactly how we want foot-
ball,” said the 54-year-old. The Liverpool boss
also said 18-year-old midfielder Harvey Elliott
was having surgery on his ankle on Tuesday after
he was stretchered off during the 3-0 win at
Leeds at the weekend following a challenge by
Pascal Struijk. “I spoke to him the night after the
game and he was in the best possible place at
that moment,”  said Klopp. “Today he is  in
London and will have surgery today. We all wait
for news from that.”—AFP

LEEDS: Liverpool’s German manager Jurgen Klopp
applauds the supporters at the end of the match
during the English Premier League football match
between Leeds United and Liverpool at Elland Road
in Leeds. —AFP

Reds have become one of the most feared sides

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Argentinean forward
Lionel Messi attends the French L1 football match
between Paris-Saint Germain (PSG) and Clermont Foot
63 at The Parc des Princes Stadium in Paris. —AFP


