
LONDON: Chelsea manager Thomas Tuchel said
Romelu Lukaku’s knack of scoring decisive goals is
what the Blues were missing despite winning the
Champions League last season. Lukaku enlivened
an otherwise flat performance with the only goal to
beat Zenit St Petersburg 1-0 on Tuesday to get the
Blues’ defense of their European crown off to a
winning start.

The Belgian striker now has four goals in as
many games since returning to the club for a club
record £97 million ($134 million) last month. And his
predatory instincts 21 minutes from time papered
over the cracks of a disappointing display from
Tuchel’s men.

“He was the type of guy we were missing,” said
Tuchel. “It is super hard and super important. You
don’t find many strikers of that quality. The guys
who are there to score regularly for their teams are
so important because one goal changes the whole
momentum of the match. The performance for
Romelu was not easy. We did not create many
chances for him, but he does not lose confidence
and belief. That’s why he’s here and why he’s a
world class striker.”

Tuchel urged his players not to rest on their lau-
rels after their surprise run to become European
champions last season. The glory of their victory
over Manchester City in Porto was hard to shrug off
as the German, Edouard Mendy and Jorginho were
presented with awards on the pitch before kick-off
as UEFA coach, goalkeeper and player of the year
respectively.

However, Chelsea did not look like the best team

in Europe as they labored to create chances against
the Russian champions. “There are a lot of reasons
why we are maybe not on the highest level at the
moment,” added Tuchel, citing a lack of pre-season
for many of his stars involved at Euro 2020 and the
Copa America. “I’m happy with how we play
because I find us very competitive, and we know
how to handle difficulties during matches.”

A remarkable run of 23 clean sheets in 36 games
under Tuchel has been the bedrock of Chelsea’s
success since he took charge in January and was
again needed to grind out three points. The first half

came and went without the home side even regis-
tering a shot on target.

Lukaku showcased his mix of pace, power and
precision in front of goal to score his first Stamford
Bridge goals for Chelsea against Villa at the week-
end. Zenit had kept the former Inter Milan striker
quiet for nearly 70 minutes, but all he needed was
one teasing cross from Cesar Azpilicueta to get off
the mark in the Champions League for his new club

by planting a header past Stanislav Kritsyuk. 
Zenit boss Sergei Semak threw on the towering

presence of Artem Dzyuba in search of an equaliz-
er and it nearly paid off. But even the six-foot six-

inch (1.97 meter) Russian international couldn’t
stretch to get a clean enough contact on Sardar
Azmoun’s cross 10 minutes from time and the ball
dribbled wide. — AFP
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LONDON: Chelsea’s German head coach Thomas Tuchel (right) shakes hands with Chelsea’s Belgian striker
Romelu Lukaku on the pitch after the UEFA Champions League Group H football match between Chelsea and
Zenit St Petersburg at Stamford Bridge in London on Tuesday. —AFP

‘World class’ Lukaku what Chelsea
were missing, admits Tuchel

Belgian striker has four goals in four matches since return

Juventus forget
domestic
struggles to
crush Malmo
MALMO: Juventus got off to a win-
ning start in the Champions League
with a 3-0 cruise past Malmo on
Tuesday which the Italians will hope
kick-starts their season. Juve came into
their opening Group H fixture with just
a point from their first three Serie A
matches but Malmo were no match for
Massimiliano Allegri’s side, who swept
to victory in Sweden thanks to goals
from Alex Sandro, Paulo Dybala and
Alvaro Morata.

The thumping win puts Juve on top of
the group, level on three points with
European champions Chelsea who they
face next in Turin in two weeks’ time.
“Winning matches leads to winning more
matches. The other day we lost an
important game missing five-six impor-
tant players, and today we played really
well in a match it was important to do
well in,” Morata told Sky Italia. “We
needed to change the dynamic and make
the other teams realize that when there
are points on the table Juventus are a
difficult team to play against.”

A one-sided contest was over by half-
time in large part thanks to Juve’s South
American internationals, who missed the
2-1 defeat at Napoli on Saturday due to
their late returns from World Cup quali-
fying duty. Brazil full-back Sandro got
the ball rolling with a superb stooping
header midway through the first half fol-
lowing a cross from Colombia’s Juan

Cuadrado.
Argentina attacker Dybala doubled

the away side’s lead from the penalty
spot just before the break following a
Lasse Nielsen foul on Morata, who had
huge amounts of joy playing on the
shoulder of the hosts’ high defensive line.

The Spain forward was rewarded for
his hard work almost straight afterwards
when a long punt found its way to Adrien
Rabiot, whose pass was dummied by
Dybala and reached Morata. The 28-
year-old had the awareness to control
the ball and spot Malmo goalkeeper
Ismael Diawara rushing off his line
before lifting a delicate finish in off the
post. The second half resembled a
leisurely training match for Juve, who
were rarely troubled by a Malmo side
which had already had the stuffing
knocked out of them.

Substitute Moise Kean was unlucky to
not score the first goal of his return to

Juve when he strayed just offside before
rounding Diawara and slotting home
with 20 minutes remaining. Kean had
another good chance well saved by

Diawara in the dying moments of a per-
formance which will please Juventus
ahead of the visit of in-form AC Milan on
Sunday. — AFP

MALMO: Juventus’ Italian forward Moise Kean (left) fails to score past Malmo FF’s
Malian goalkeeper Ismael Diawara during the UEFA Champions League group H football
match Malmo FF vs Juventus FC in Malmo, Sweden on Tuesday. —AFP

Spurs, Roma 
provide stardust in
Conference League
PARIS: To its detractors it is a third-rate tourna-
ment, far from the glamorous elite level of European
football, but the inaugural Europa Conference
League which kicks off this week has plenty going
for it. Tottenham Hotspur and Jose Mourinho’s
Roma are the star attractions in what is the brand
new third tier of continental competition.

That maybe doesn’t make it sound great, but
beyond them this is an opportunity for clubs from
some of the continent’s smaller countries to play
more matches, earn more money and get more
exposure. It is, at heart, a fine idea, even if it may
not draw in neutral viewers in their millions, but then
again why should it have to?

There is a mixture of famous old names and
obscure smaller clubs like Lincoln Red Imps from

Gibraltar, who once defeated Celtic in the first leg
of a Champions League qualifier. The creation of
the Conference League comes with the second-tier
Europa League having been streamlined, slimmed
from a bloated 48 teams in the group stage to 32,
like in the Champions League.

There are also 32 teams in the Conference
League, which offers just a single berth to each of
Europe’s big five leagues, although there is no
Spanish side because would-be representative
Villarreal won the Europa League and thereby
qualified for the Champions League.

That leaves Spurs, Roma, Union Berlin from
Germany and Rennes from France. The Netherlands,
meanwhile, has three competing clubs, including
former European Cup winners Feyenoord, and the
goal is to reach the final on May 25 next year at the
compact National Arena in Albania’s capital Tirana.

The financial rewards
The financial rewards on offer pale in compari-

son to the Champions League, with a paltry 235
million-euro ($278m, £201m) prize pot. In the
Champions League the prize pot is two billion

euros. If you enter the Champions League in the
group phase you are guaranteed a minimum of
around 17 million euros, plus prize money per point
gained and money from your television market, as
well as income from gate receipts.

That figure drops drastically for the Europa
League and by the time you get to the Conference
League the guaranteed income is only around three

million euros. That is still a lot to some of the clubs
taking part and it does increase considerably as the
competition goes on — Tottenham, as the top-
ranked participating team, could stand to pocket
around 20 million euros by going all the way.

That is still admittedly not a huge sum for one of
the top 10 richest clubs in the world with income
last year of close to 400 million pounds, but maybe
Nuno Espirito Santo’s team should focus on the
possibility of lifting a rare piece of silverware. After
all, while a top-four finish in the Premier League
must be their priority, Spurs have won nothing but
two League Cups in the last 30 years.

Mourinho, who took charge of a club game for
the 1000th time last weekend, has won all there is to
win — including two Champions Leagues, the
UEFA Cup and the Europa League — so is he
tempted by the chance to get his hands on this new
trophy, or does he not care? “I don’t want to lie to
you guys and tell you this competition doesn’t inter-
est me. It does interest me. I would like to win it,” he
said this week. Roma begin their campaign at home
to Bulgaria’s CSKA Sofia, while Spurs will be in
France to play Rennes. — AFP

ROME: Roma’s coach Jose Mourinho reacts during
his team’s Italian Serie A football match against
Sassuolo at the Olympic stadium in Rome on
September 12, 2021. — AFP


