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Arsenal's French striker Thierry Henry (C) controls the ball on his head during a training session at Highbury on Tuesday.

PREVIEW

Win and join last sixteen
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AFP, Paris

Arsenal, Bayern Munich and
Barcelona can seal Champions
League last 16 places if Wednes-day's
latest batch of group matches go their
way.

Arsenal will guarantee a first two
finish in group B if they dish out the
same treatment to Sparta Prague at
Highbury as they served up a fort-
nightago.

That game in the Czech capital
featured two mesmerising goals from
Thierry Henry who was returning
after a six-week injury lay-off, and
Arsene Wenger is looking for an
encore from the Gunners' record
goalscorer.

Victory for Bayern Munich against
Juventus in Turin could assure them
top spot in group A, while Barcelona
must beat Panathinaikos at home
and Werder Bremen see off Udinese

goalless draw at Old Trafford a fort-
night ago, is back from suspension
but any thoughts of a shake-up in
defence may be wide of the mark
given United's injury crisis.

Rio Ferdinand could even end up
as captain as Roy Keane, Ryan Giggs
and Gary Neville are all injured, while
Paul Scholesis suspended.

Ferguson believes the way his side
fell apart against Middlesbrough will
boost their French hosts.

"All we have done is given encour-
agement to Lille. They will be really
buoyed when they see this result. We
will get a reaction, that is without
question. It is my job to see that
happens.

"But we also have to try to stay
positive and make sure we don't
make the same defensive mistakes
again becauseifwe do, we will be out.

"We have to do better than we did
at Middlesbrough because on that
form, we couldn'tbeat anyone."

Keeper Edwin Van der Sar man-
fully held up his hands to accept the

matches, albeit only an injury time
goal from Dennis Bergkamp secured
a 2-1 win against Swiss minnows FC
Thun.

Although another injury pre-
vented Henry from taking part in the
north London derby against
Tottenham on Saturday, the French
hitman is expected to be back in
action on Wednesday.

"At the moment we have one foot
in the Champions League because we
did well away from home," Wenger
said.

"That's a contrast with the
Premier League. I feel we performed
well in the two away games, the
disappointing match we had was at
home against Thun.

"Overall I feel we have done what
is expected of us in a group like that
and we wantto finish the job now."

Ajax, lying second five points
adrift, are away to Thun.

The stakes are high in Turin were
Juventus are looking to bite back
against Bayern after their 2-1 defeat

defeat, have a look at where we went
wrong and refocus on our targets. We
have to get over it as quickly as possi-
ble.

"The page must be turned and we
have to work harder to improve. We
need to as facing Bayern is always a
tough challenge," said the 30-year-
oldItalian international.

In group C Barcelona coach Frank
Rijkaard is expected to stick with the
same starting line-up against
Panathinaikos as the one that beat
Real Sociedad 5-0 on Sunday which
pushed them into second in the
Spanishleague.

Sylvinho will keep his place at left
back ahead of Dutch international
Giovanni van Bronckhorst and
Andres Iniesta is also expected to
retain his place in the midfield,
keeping teenage Argentine interna-
tional Lionel Messi on thebench.

__FIKTURES

Romania not
going to Iran

REUTERS, Bucharest

Romania will not take part in a four-
nation soccer tournament in Iran
because of the tense political situa-
tion there, the Romania Soccer
Federation (FRF) said on Tuesday.

The tournament also included
Iran, Togo and Paraguay, who have all
qualified for the 2006 World Cup
finals, and was scheduled to start on
Nov.11.

Romania's decision followed the
foreign ministry's request for the FRF
toreconsider the trip.

An FRF spokesman said Romania
might host a friendly against another
national team in a city to be named in
mid-November.

Best getting
better

AFP, London

George Best's condition improved
further on Monday with doctors
reporting that the ailing British
football legend could be out of
intensive care this week.

The 59-year-old former
Manchester United star, who is
suffering from internal bleeding and
kidney problems, managed a few
words to his sister Julie and girl-
friend Ros Hollidge at the Cromwell
Hospital, in south west London.

Doctors said Best was slowly
getting better - but friends warned
the ex-Northern Ireland midfielder
was in terrible pain.

Professor Roger Williams, who
oversaw his liver transplant three
years ago, said: "Mr Best is greatly
improved, he is out of bed and sitting
up talking.

"However, he will remain in
intensive care for several more days
atleast.”

Best's manager, Phil Hughes,
said: "It's great news, but he is in an
incredible amount of pain.

"He isn't yet able to hold conver-
sations, but he did manage to say a
fewlittle things this morning."

Best's illness is believed to be
related to the immuno-suppressant
drugs he takes to stop his new liver -
which he received in July 2002 -
beingrejected.

His condition deteriorated
severely last week after four weeks of
hospital treatment for an infection,
prompting new fears for his life.

Family members and former

Keane too harsh to go public

/s 4 Football

AFP, Manchester

Sir Alex Ferguson has refused to com-
ment on reports Roy Keane had casti-
gated several team-mates in an inter-
view that was so scathing the club's
television station was ordered not to
broadcastit.

Leaked details of the interview with
MUTV suggested Keane had delivered
damningverdicts on the performances
of Alan Smith, John O'Shea, Kieran
Richardson, Darren Fletcher and Rio
Ferdinand in Saturday's humiliating 4-
1 defeatby Middlesbrough.

Liam Miller, who did not play on
Saturday, was also understood to have
been included in a verbal broadside
against the perceived lack of desire and
sloppy attitude of some of United's
younger players.

That has been the theme of previ-
ous rants from the notoriously short-
fused Keane in the past, although he
has never before directly identified the
individuals he was targetting.

The interview with Keane had been
due for broadcast on Monday night but
was pulled after the intervention of
chief executive David Gill, reportedly
with the blessing of Ferguson.

Therow could nothave erupted ata
worse time for the Scot, who is desper-
ately trying to get United's season back
on track in the wake of the
Middlesbrough debacle, which has left
his side trailing Chelsea by a massive
13 pointsin the Premiership titlerace.

A defeat by Lille in the Champions
League on Wednesday would leave
United struggling to qualify for the
knockout stages of the competition and
would inevitably trigger renewed

speculation that the Scot's 19-year
tenure at Old Trafford could be drawing
toaclose.

Butas he prepared to fly out to Paris
with his squad, Ferguson was in no
mood to respond to questions about
the Keane interview.

Instead, he reiterated the impor-
tance of producing a performance to
demonstrate that Saturday's setback

ROY KEANE

was nothing more thanablip.

"That is the great thing about
football - we have had a few days to
recover from a bad result and hope-
fully we can put things right tomor-
row," Ferguson said.

Keane, who is currently sidelined
with a broken foot, has already said he
does not expect to be playing at United
next season, although the club are
hoping to dissuade him from moving
on following the expiry of his current
contract.

The latest episode may have
ensured that Keane will definitely quit
Old Trafford. His suggestion that the
current squad are simply not good

enough or the impression that the club
is in disarray will not have gone down
well with the United hierarchy.

But everyone at Old Trafford is
acutely aware that Keane will leave a
huge gulf in the middle of the United
midfield behind him.

Ferguson has spent the last three
years trying to find a replacement for
the 34-year-old. Eric Djemba Djemba
and Brazilian World Cup winner
Kleberson were both found wanting
and United are currently attempting to
convert Alan Smith, bought from
Leeds as a striker, to a midfield
enforcerin the Keane mould.

Striker Ruud van Nistelrooy admit-
ted morale had been affected by the
defeatat Middlesbrough.

"There is a very negative feeling after
Saturday," he said. "You could talk for
hours about what went wrong. It was a
bad performance and we didn't do
ourselvesorthefansjustice.

"We have to try to look at things in
a realistic way. In my first season
here, we lost the derby (against
Manchester City) at home. That was
also a low point. But it was an
unusual occurrence. We have not
conceded four in how many years.

"What we have to do is go out
tomorrow and prove ourselves again."

Ferguson has included 17-year-old
Belfast-born central defender Johnny
Evans, who has no previous first-team
experience, in his squad for
Wednesday's match.

With Keane out and Paul Scholes
suspended, Rio Ferdinand could
captain United in the Stade de France
on Wednesday, despite his shaky
recent form.

Vassell double for
City delight

m Football

AFP, Manchester

Darius Vassell scored twice against his
old club Aston Villa in a 3-1 Premiership
victory from an opportunist strike and
then a superb piece of finishing here

Monday.
Vassell, bought by City manager

Stuart Pearce from Villa in the summer,
found the net in the fourth and 26
minutes which gave the visitors too

Vassell headed on a long ball from
Sylvain Distin but with Villa's Liam
Ridgewell and Jlloyd Samuel covering, it
looked as though the ball was going to be
picked up by Taylor.

But Samuel did not see that Taylor
had come out of his box to take the ball
and the full-back disastrously headed
over him allowing Vassell to easily run

ontoitandscoreintoan emptynet.
Vassell also hit the post after good

work from Cole before he got his second.
Cole was again involved and his

lobbed pass sailed over Ridgewell and

'Barmy Army'
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hoping a larger than usual number of
English fans will come for the series,
drawn by mounting interest in the
game after the Ashes.

The tour is expected to bring a
windfall to hoteliers in Pakistan who
are anticipating full houses in the
Test venue cities of Multan,
Faisalabad and Lahore.

Long's three companions Keith
Smith, John Freeman and Jonathon
Dyson -- all from the English county
of Leicestershire -- intend to stay in
Pakistan for the whole tour on a
budget of 89 dollars a day (50
pounds).

"It's fun to be in Pakistan," said
Smith, 21, who thinks England are on
aroll and will beat Pakistan.

"Both teams are balanced and it'll
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Group D however is too close to
call with any of the four teams still in

"We are notin the greatest spirit at
the moment but we have to analyse

But like United they hardly had
the best of build-ups, Saturday's 3-1

Juventus v Bayern Munich

Hughes, who has confirmed that

down at fifth from bottom.

thenet.

Smith said another batch of fans
will arrive in the eastern city of
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take on Lille at the Stade de France in
Paris desperate to draw a line under a
disastrous 4-1 Premiership defeat to
Middlesbrough at the weekend.
Wayne Rooney, who missed Lille's

Villareal in an all-Spanish clash in the
other group D fixture.

How Ferguson must envy Arsenal,
whose European record this season
stands at three wins from as many

having been dropped to the bench for
the Milan clash, insisted the defeat at
the San Siro would only make his
team stronger.

"The only thing to do is accept the

Barcelona v Panathinaikos
Werder Bremen v Udinese

Group D
Benfica v Villareal
Lille v Manchester United

with Manchester United, has a well-
documented history of alcoholism.

He caused outrage when he
embarked on a drinking binge
within months of his liver transplant
operation - despite vowing to stay
dry.

Premiership debut. Andy Cole was also

backintheside.
Villa were without Juan Pablo Angel,

giving Luke Moore a chance in the
starting XI, but pre-match drama was to
come. Villa's Danish keeper Thomas

however with a left foot shot from the
edge of the box on 83 minutes which
took a lucky deflection and sailed over

hapless keeper Taylor for the third goal.

He insisted they faced no security
problems in Rawaplindi, despite
earlier concerns by England officials
which led to one Test being shifted
from the volatile southern city of
Karachi.

"There are no fears and we've
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! ! r : a1 i up to hand a debut to Stuart Taylor who said.
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