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A different Drogba

I/ Football

NORMAN HUBBARD

That the front-runner for the
Footballer of the Year award is in
the Chelsea attack is no surprise. It
is his identity that confounds
expectation. So too though, does
the sight of Didier Drogba on top of
the goalscorers' chart. Many accu-
sations have been levelled athimin
his time at Chelsea, but clinical
finishing was rarely among them.

Now things have changed.
Drogba has 14 goals to Andriy
Shevchenko's five. Itis a sign of the
30.7-million-pound striker's place
in the hierarchy at Stamford Bridge
that Drogba is often left alone up
front while the Ukrainian is substi-
tuted.

Jose Mourinho has described
the Ivorian as the best striker in
Europe on current form, a title that,
at various points in the last eight
years, has belonged to
Shevchenko. Not any more. There
have been times since his move
from Marseille when many would
have disputed the labelling of
Drogba as the foremost forward at
Stamford Bridge, let alone Europe.

Now Drogba's higher status
among Chelsea's firmament of
stars has been cemented by a new
and improved four-year contract
that should end speculation of a
return to France or a move to Italy.

It is further proof that in the
department of a superannuated
squad who have witnessed
Mourinho's ruthless side more
often than not, Drogba is the ulti-
mate survivor.

Among the forwards, the home-
sick Hernan Crespo left in the
summer along with Carlton Cole,
constantly regarded as a reserve,
and Eidur Gudjohnsen, subject of a
midfield conversion by his manager
before his departure to Barcelona.
Mateja Kezman was sold the
previous summer and Adrian Mutu
summarily sacked the year before
that. Only Drogba remains.

It helps that he has always
conformed to Mourinho's team
ethic. An imposing, disruptive
physical frame and a willingness to
work ensured defenders were
always aware of his presence,
even if his shooting sometimes did
not trouble goalkeepers.

Playing alone in attack, as he
did for the majority of his first two
seasons in English football,
required the self-sufficiency
Drogba has displayed in recent
times. Though accompanied by a

partner (Shevchenko) for the
majority of the current campaign, it
has shone through in the way he
has conjured chances out of noth-
ing; as glorious winners against
Barcelona and Liverpool show.
Service from the flanks is tradition-
ally the staple diet of target men,
but Chelsea's narrow midfield can
occasionally deprive the strikers of
crosses leaving them to fend for
themselves.

Drogba's blossoming into a
prolific goalscorer can be attributed
to increased competition and
company in attack, as well as an
increasing aptitude for the big
occasion. The arrival of
Shevchenko indicated Drogba
could be dropped if Mourinho
persisted with a solitary striker.
Instead, they have been paired
together and the Ivorian appears
the beneficiary, not least because
defenders may be distracted by the
presence of the former European
Footballer of the Year.

Two hattricks already, against
Levski Sofia and Watford, indicate
a determination to capitalise on the
chances offered by weaker oppo-
nents. But how many of Drogba's
haul are directly attributable to
Shevchenko? The walloping of
Watford, where the strikers shared
the four goals, was the most con-
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vincing case for a burgeoning
partnership, though it appeared as
though Drogba provided the former
AC Milan man with more chances
than vice-versa.

The long-range strikes against
Liverpool and Barcelona suggest
Drogba, at 28, is still adding to his
armoury, as does an increasing
interest in free kicks - although he
may have to wrestle the ball from
Frank Lampard's grasp in this
department.

His greater confidence is also
reflected in the most controver-
sial element of his repertoire of
skills; now that his most valuable
contribution to the Chelsea
cause is not winning a penalty,
Drogba seems capable of retain-
ing his balance and has even
shown an ability to stay on his
feet under pressure.

Even when not scoring, as
against West Ham on Saturday, he
had a goal disallowed for offside
and induced the foul from Danny
Gabbidon that led to the free kick
for Geremi's winner. Perhaps the
contribution from the Cameroonian
should have been expected. One of
the intriguing subplots in Chelsea's
season, besides the plight of the
wingers, is African excellence.

Drogba has flourished in the 4-
4-2 formation Mourinho has

adopted. So too has Michael
Essien, whose all-action style has
made him a formidable opponent
and the most impressive member
of the midfield when, like Drogba,
he started the season with consid-
erable doubt over his inclusion in
the first-team. If the Ivorian has a
rival for the tag of the best player at
Stamford Bridge this season, it is
the Ghanaian.

It is impossible to ignore the
question of cost in any examination
of Chelsea. Though Roman
Abramovich got, by his standards,
little change from £50 million for the
two Africans, suddenly they seem
to offer value for money.

If appreciation of Drogba is
growing, is his popularity? Should
he maintain his magnificent form,
the acid test will come in a few
months when the votes for the
annual awards are cast. So far, he
is the outstanding candidate and
other early contenders have their
own enemies; Essien for his sav-
age tackling, while Cristiano
Ronaldo was the convenient
scapegoat for England's World
Cup exit. Drogba's propensity to
tumble could yet cost him, but this
is a season where his standing has
risen considerably.

'‘Give ref a chance'

AFP, London

Manchester
United boss
Alex Ferguson
has called on
players not to
crowd round
and intimidate referee Howard
Webb in Sunday's top-of-the-
table match against Chelsea at
Old Trafford.

After two seasons of almost
complete dominance, Jose
Mourinho's Chelsea find them-
selves trailing United at the
head of the Premiership and
face the prospect of a six-point
deficit if Ferguson's side secure
a home victory this weekend.

The stakes could not be

higher and with Graham Poll on
annual leave, 35-year-old Webb
has been handed the task of
controlling the teams.

It is arguably the biggest
game of Webb's career and
emphasises what high hopes
referees' chief Keith Hackett
has for the FIFA official.

Hardly renowned as a lover
of referees, Ferguson is aware
of the difficulties Webb could
face in a game which means so
much. And he has called on
players from both sides to main-
tain their composure as the
battle for points intensifies.

"He is a young referee and
we should let him get on with the
game and give him a chance,"
said Ferguson. "As long as he is

fair, no-one can complain. |
certainly hope it is not a game
where we see players start to
crowd round the referee as has
happened so often recently."

Surrounding officials is some-
thing Chelsea players do on a
regular basis, although United
can hardly claim to be on the
moral high ground given Roy
Keane led the infamous pursuit
of Andy D'Urso after he had
awarded Middlesbrough a pen-
alty at Old Trafford six years
ago.

For the sake of everyone
involved, it is to be hoped the
contest is not decided by a
major decision from the official.

Ferguson certainly believes
his players have the potential to
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repeat their success in the cor-
responding fixture 12 months
ago, which would take Chelsea
into uncharted territory during
their time under Mourinho's
control.

"Who is to say what their
reaction might be," said
Ferguson, when asked how
Chelsea might respond to falling
so far behind. "For all | know,
they might go out and buy
another six players.

"What we have to do is get
ourselves into a position where
we can find out what happens.
You cannot hide the fact this is a
great opportunity for us.

"Over the last two years
Chelsea have always been nine
or 10 points ahead, which has
made it very difficult for us to
peg them back.

"This year we have got out of
the blocks. For the first time we
are in front and have the pros-
pect of us going six points clear,
which would have them chasing
us rather than the other way
round."

Wenger
considers
Theo

INTERNET, undated

Arsenal manager Arsene
Wenger says the time may have
come to give teenager Theo
Walcott a start in the Premier
League. Walcott impressed in
midweek when he came off the
bench to help Arsenal beat
Hamburg in the Champions
League.

And with captain Thierry
Henry missing Saturday's game
at Bolton through injury, Wenger
is considering playing Walcott in
his place.

"l don't know whether | will
start with Theo. It depends on
what inspiration | get in Bolton
before the game," Wenger said.

"Theo is getting closer and |
understand people's despera-
tion to see him start but it's up to
me to manage him well and at
the moment he is making a good
impact off the bench."

Despite Walcott's progress,
Wenger feels too much is being
expected of him after his shock
selection in England's World
Cup squad.

"There's a lot of expectation. |
feel the boy is under a lot of
pressure, because if he plays
and doesn't deliver, people are
very, very aggressive with him.
That was already the case,"
Wenger said.

"There is a strange attitude
with Theo. People can quickly
be negative about him because
they still think as he went to the
World Cup at 17 years of age he
must be a superstar.

"He is surprisingly level-
headed. He makes no demands
on you. He is a very intelligent
boy because he analyses very
well what happens with him.
He's humble, listens and wants
tolearnsoitis positive."

Nakamura in
higher legion

AFP, Glasgow

Celtic's Japanese star
Shunsuke Nakamura has been
compared to David Beckham
and world player of the year
Ronaldinho after his sensa-
tional Champions League free-
kick winner against Manchester
United.

The 28-year-old scored the
only goal of the game at
Parkhead in midweek to send
Celtic into the knockout stages
of Europe's premier club tourna-
ment for the first time.

Celtic assistant manager
Tommy Burns believes
Nakamura is fast becoming
recognised as one of the world's
true set-piece talents.

"Every now and then
Beckham and Ronaldinho will
come up with a special free-
kick. Naka's definitely up there
with them," Burns told the
Glasgow Evening Times.

The Scottish champions are
adamant that they can hang
onto Nakamura who signed a
new contract last summer.

"I'm sure people will cast
envious eyes towards us and
Nakamura," said Burns.

"Football being football, in a
year or two he may want to try
something else.

"But, for Celtic, the important
thing is the here and now, and
Naka is doing fantastically well
forus. Long may it continue.”

Chelsea plan world
domination

m Football

THE GUARDIAN

With a visit to Old Trafford tonight,
Chelsea chose to remind
Manchester United of their determi-
nation to usurp them in being recog-
nised as the world's leading club.
Peter Kenyon broke into a knowing
laugh when asked whether United
represented the past and Chelsea
the future, with the chief executive
saying: "l am not going to support
that headline." But it is a vision the
Stamford Bridge hierarchy would
like to see become reality.

Kenyon reiterated Chelsea's
desire to be "internationally recog-
nised as the world's No1 football
club by 2014" but was realistic
about the distance still to be trav-
elled. Although he referred to
Chelsea as "more dynamic" than
United as a club and brand, he said
that was not a criticism but largely a
reflection of the London club trying
to catch up. The former Old Trafford
employee knows it will take more
than Chelsea's Premiership titles of
the past two seasons to surpass
one of England's traditional pow-
ers.

"We have certainly haven't
overtaken Manchester United," he

said. "Their fanbase is bigger than
ours, their historical success is
bigger than ours. There's no ques-
tion that we are sat here saying we
have overtaken them. | think what
we're pleased about is (that) the
growth of our fanbase is quicker
than other football clubs, our reve-
nue has grown dramatically and is
now on a par with Manchester
United. There are a lot of indicators
there and the success of the team is
the key driver."

More trophies will be a key part
of the equation by which Chelsea
intend to determine whether they
have become the world's premier
club. "It will be by revenue, by
profitability, about looking back
over 10 years and hopefully saying:
the number of Premiership wins,
the number of European Cup wins,
the number of FA Cup wins,"
Kenyon said. "We carry out inde-
pendent research now on fanbases
and relativity of Real Madrid versus
Manchester United versus Milan
versus Chelsea. It will be all those
measures. | think it's a very ballsy
vision but it's one that | think has
captured the interest of the owner
(Roman Abramovich)."

A European Cup win is missing
from Chelsea's honours and
Kenyon acknowledge the impor-
tance of changing that. "Not at the

expense of the Premiership," he
emphasised, "but equally | think the
biggest statement any European
club can make is to win the
European Cup. It just moves you to
a completely different level."

He noted how United's heritage
and success set a benchmark and
dwarfed Chelsea's experiences.
He described the Chelsea he joined
as "a fairly soulless place so it was
about starting again", adding: "It
was about creating the heritage
from day one, because there wasn't
alottofallbackon."

Kenyon, who ruled out a move
for David Beckham if the former
England captain leaves Real
Madrid, said Chelsea were on track
to break even by their target date of
2009. A greater stadium capacity
would generate more revenue and
the club, who would like a 55,000-
seat stadium, look increasingly
likely to pursue a move from their
currentground.

"It's got to be within this area but
that's what gives us the problem,"
Kenyon said. "We are pretty sure
we can't expand. We've been
working on it and | think it's pretty
clear we can't get to where we want
to here." Chelsea expect to decide
in the next 12 months whether they
will move.

Iran defiant after FIFA ban

m Football

AFP, Tehran

Iran's football federation (IRIFF)
said the sport's world ruling body
FIFA had suspended Iran on false
information and defended its
"independence"”, the state news
agency IRNAreported Saturday.

On Thursday, FIFA suspended
Iran from all international football
activity because of government
interference in running the game
and non-adherence to their statutes.

"By sending false information
and continued lobbying, oppor-
tunists had a decision made about
the country's football which is
favoured by enemies," IRIFF said
in a statement.

"We insist on the federation's
determination and independence
in decision (making) to defend our
country's football rights," it said,
while adding "the federation will
do its best to negotiate to clear the
accusations and obtain the coun-
try's football rights."

The federation said it was
"correcting its statute" as
demanded by FIFA, but warned it
could challenge the world body's
decision.

"We see it as ourright to refer to
a sports arbitrary body, which is
approved by FIFA," the statement
said.

The FIFA Emergency
Committee said Iran had violated
Article 17 of the FIFA Statute,
which relates to the independence
of national football associations

free of any government interfer-
ence.

In August, following the
national team's World Cup failure
in Germany, the Iranian football
federation's elected president,
Mohammed Dadkan, was sacked.

Both FIFA and the Asian
Football Confederation set
November 15 for Iran to reinstate
Dadkan and to comply with the
FIFA statutes. Iran refused to
meet the deadline.

FIFA and the AFC adopted the
clear position that Dadkan and the
members of his board remained
the recognized and legitimate
president and leadership of the
federation. FIFA added the sus-
pension would be lifted once they
complied with the statutes.

PHOTO: AFP

File photo shows former Iran football federation president Mohammad Dadkan (2nd R) handing over a jersey of the
national team to Iran president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (R) with national team players Ali Karimi (2nd L) and Ali Daei
(3rd L). Dadkan was sacked by Iran following the World Cup and FIFA have asked to reinstate him to overturn their ban.
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