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Team P W D L GF GA Pts
Man United 8 6 1 1 17 5 19
Chelsea 8 6 1 1 13 4 19
Bolton 8 5 2 1 9 4 17
Portsmouth 8 5 1 2 12 3 16
Arsenal 7 4 2 1 11 4 14
Aston Villa 8 3 5 0 10 5 14

Athletics

Basketball

Chess

Table tennis
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Boxing

USA, Ecuador 
book March 
friendly 
AFP, Chicago

Ecuador, a loser only once in nine 
matches against the United 
States, will play the Americans in 
an international football friendly on 
March 25 at Tampa, Florida, the 
US Soccer Federation said Friday. 

The match comes during a FIFA 
window allowing top European 
players to be available for the 
match, allowing US interim coach 
Bob Bradley to assemble an elite 
side in a key tuneup for June's 
Copa America and Gold Cup 
tournaments. 

"With the ability to bring 
together our full group of players 
from Europe and MLS, the match 
against Ecuador will provide an 
excellent opportunity to prepare 
for the upcoming tournaments," 
Bradley said. 

Ecuador, which advanced to 
the second round at last year's 
World Cup before losing to 
England, lost to the US men for the 
first time in their most recent meet-
ing, a 1-0 away defeat in 2002 at 
Birmingham, Alabama. 

The Ecuadorans are 4-1 with 
four drawn against the US team, 
the only match not on US soil being 
a 2-0 home triumph in Quito during 
the 1993 Copa America. 

The Americans play their first 
friendly of the year on Saturday 
against Denmark at Los Angeles 
and will meet Mexico on February 
7 at Phoenix, Arizona. 

After meeting Ecuador, the US 
men will have only three days 
before their next international test, 
a friendly against Guatemala at 
Dallas, Texas. 

The US team will try to defend 
their continental title at the 12-
team CONCACAF Gold Cup from 
June 6-24 in US cities, then travel 
to South America's regional cham-
pionship June 26 to July 15 in 
Venezuela. 

FRENCH CUP

Nantes 
through
AFP, Paris

World Cup winner Fabian Barthez 
conceded his first goal in Nantes's 
colours but still saw his side prog-
ress to the last 16 of the French 
Cup with a 3-1 win at second divi-
sion Amiens on Friday. 

Nantes seemed to be cruising to 
victory at half-time, already a goal 
to the good and with a man advan-
tage. 

Belgian forward Luigi Pieroni 
gave the visitors the lead from the 
spot in first half injury time after 
David Vairelles was harshly 
adjudged to have handled. To 
make matters worse he was also 
given his marching orders. 

Just before the hour mark it 
seemed all over as Pieroni notched 
his second of the game, and third 
for Nantes since his January trans-
fer window arrival. 

But the ten-men of the second 
division hosts pulled a goal back 
through Bertrand Fayolle on 76-
minutes and sniffed a shock draw 
until Kenyan forward Dennis 
Oliech sealed the win deep into 
stoppage time. 

Belletti set 
for Barca 
extension
AFP, Barcelona

Brazil international defender 
Juliano Belletti is set to sign a 
contract extension at Barcelona, 
the club's official website quoted 
him as saying Friday. 

"I will stay. Barca have offered 
me a new contract and I have 
accepted it," said the fullback. 

Belletti, who scored the winning 
goal in Barcelona's 2-1 Champions 
League final victory over Arsenal 
last May, also moved to quash 
rumours he is set to join AC Milan. 

Belletti has Italian citizenship 
but has no intention of leaving 
Barca. 

"I don't know anything about this 
rumour about Milan, it is a lie and 
you should not pay any attention to 
it," he added. 

"Barca have made me an offer 
and I have accepted it. Next week, 
my brother (who is also his agent) 
will arrive in Barcelona to sort 
everything out." 

Coach opposes 
Rocha move
AFP, Lisbon

Benfica coach Fernando Santos 
said Friday he wants defender 
Ricardo Rocha, who has report-
edly sparked interest from English 
Premiership club Tottenham, to 
stay put at the Lisbon-based club. 

"Obviously a player who regu-
larly starts for Benfica is not con-
sidered to be available for a trans-
fer," he told a news conference 
when asked about the reports 
linking Rocha to a move to 
Tottenham. 

"But these issues are decided 
by the club's management, not by 
the coach. My job is to prepare the 
team technically." 

Benfica's international striker 
Nuno Gomes also weighed in, 
telling reporters it would be better 
for the club if Rocha stayed. 

"If he leaves that is life for a 
footballer but if he stays it is 
Benfica who wins," he said. 

Earlier this week Portuguese 
media reported that Tottenham 
have offered Benfica five million 
euros (6.5 million US dollars) for 
Rocha, who has said he would 
welcome a move to the English 
Premiership. 

Benfica issued a statement 
denying it was holding talks with 
Tottenham or any other club 
regarding the 28-year-old player 
while a Tottenham spokesman 
refused to confirm or deny the 
press reports. 

Rocha joined Benfica in the 
summer of 2002 after spending 
time at Portuguese sides FC 
Famalicao and SC Braga. He is 
under contract with the club until 
2010. 

The player has scored three 
goals in 12 appearances for 
Benfica this season and also has 
three Portuguese caps. 

Real threatened 
with sanctions
AFP, Madrid

The Spanish football authorities on 
Friday fined Real Madrid and threat-
ened the club with a stadium ban 
after fans threw objects onto the pitch 
as the club crashed out Thursday to 
Real Betis in the Spanish Cup, Marca 
sports daily reported on its website. 

The Cup competition authority of 
the Spanish Football Federation 
elected to hand down an unspecified 
fine and added it was mulling the 
possibility of an additional stadium 
ban after a bottle thrown onto the 
pitch hit a linesman's arm, the report 
indicated. 

A mobile telephone was also 
hurled onto the pitch at the Santiago 
Bernabeu stadium and referee 
Enrique Mejuto Gonzalez had to stop 
play briefly before Betis emerged 
with a 1-1 second leg draw which 
took them through to the last eight on 
the away goals rule. 

Fans had been outraged that 
Real defender Ivan Helgeura's late 
header, which found the back of the 
net, had been ruled out through 
offside. 

AFP, Wigan

Tim Cahill has 
been backed to 
b o o s t  A n d y  
J o h n s o n ' s  
firepower and 
r e s u r r e c t  

Everton's season after finally ending 
his three-month knee injury lay-off. 

Australia midfielder Cahill, who 
returned to action for the first time 
since November against Reading at 
Goodison Park last weekend, is set to 
face relegation-haunted Wigan at the 
JJB Stadium on Sunday. 

With Cahill sidelined, the previ-
ously prolific Johnson could only 
muster two goals in nine games 
without the Socceroo. Everton's form 
also nosedived as David Moyes's 
team won just four games in eleven 
and also crashed out of the FA Cup. 

Having proved his fitness against 
Reading, however, Cahill's return is a 
crucial boost for Everton as they bid to 
launch an assault on the top six in the 
second half of the season. 

Moyes said: "We've missed Tim in 
so many ways. Not only his goal 
return but also his youthful athleticism 

and freshness. He missed 11 games 
and that's quite a chunk of the sea-
son. 

"Andy Johnson has certainly 
missed him as well. They linked up 
well, with Tim just behind Andy, and 
their partnership helped us move into 
the top four or five. 

"Tim is always smiling, always has 
a competitive edge and his upbeat, 
bubbly attitude rubs off on other 
players. 

"But now that Tim is back, it can 
only help Andy and the side. We have 
no distractions with being out of the 
FA Cup and we have 15 games left, 
starting at Wigan, to make progress 
and improve our league position." 

Moyes admitted that he had no 
hesitation in throwing Cahill back into 
the fray last week, despite his lack of 
football action since sustaining the 
injury in the 1-0 defeat against Aston 
Villa on November 11. 

The Scot said: "Tim has been out 
for 11 weeks and he hadn't even 
played a reserve game, but it was 
right to bring him back last week as he 
is so important to us and he gave the 
whole side a lift. 

"He looked very tired because he 

carries a lot of responsibility in the 
team and he is still nowhere near fully 
fit. But he is one of our goalscorers so I 
had to keep him on the pitch. The 
main thing is that he didn't suffer a 
reaction to the injury." 

Wigan, in only their second sea-
son in England's top flight, have 
dropped into the relegation battle 
after losing eight and drawing one of 
their last nine league games. 

That run has seen them face 
Manchester United, Arsenal, 
Liverpool and two league games 
against Chelsea, but boss Paul 
Jewell admits that his team must now 
find form quickly if they are to avoid 
relegation. 

Jewell said: "We know our position 
is serious because we are fourth 
bottom, but we have had a tough run 
of fixtures. 

"We have lost seven in a row but 
we can't feel sorry for ourselves. We 
need five or six wins from somewhere 
between now and the end of the 
season. 

"The problem is that we can't keep 
clean sheets at the moment, and 
confidence is low. I understand that, 
but we really have to start winning 
games now." 

Cahill boost for Johnson

British FM 
backs WC bid 
AFP, London

Britain's finance minister Gordon 
Brown, tipped to succeed Tony 
Blair as prime minister this year, 
suggested Friday he wanted 
England to host and win the 2018 
World Cup over his native 
Scotland. 

However, Brown backtracked 
later, saying his ideal scenario 
would be for Scotland to win the 
final against hosts England. If 
England reached the final without 
Scotland, he added, he would 
transfer his allegiance to England. 

His remarks to BBC television 
were seen as the latest attempt by 
Brown to woo English voters in the 
event that Brown has to call snap 
general elections if he succeeds 
Blair by September, the date Blair 
has promised to leave office. 

Interviewed during a tour of 
India, Brown said he would be 
happy to see England again host 
and win the World Cup in 2018, 
more than half a century after it 
staged a similar feat against 
Germany in 1966. 

"It will be great, 50 years after 
we had it before. It's the right time 
for England to have it," the 
Scotsman said. 

"It means that we would have 
had the most magnificent sporting 
decade," with not just the World 
Cup but also the 2012 Olympics. 

"All the effort to win England's 
place for the World Cup has got to 
happen in the next year or two," he 
said. 

Asked then who he wanted to 
win the World Cup, Brown replied: 
"I think the host." 

When asked "Not Scotland?" 
Brown replied: "Well, of course, I 
want Scotland to do well, but let's 
just see how it all works out." 

Immediately after the interview 
was broadcast, the chancellor of 
the exchequer, who is member of 
parliament for Kirkcaldy in eastern 
Scotland and a regular at his local 
team Raith Rovers, issued a "clari-
fication." 

He said: "My ideal scenario is 
that England meets Scotland in the 
World Cup Final, and Scotland win 
the World Cup. 

"However, if Scotland didn't 
qualify or went out of the tourna-
ment before England, then I would 
transfer (...) allegiance to the other 
home nation, England," he said. 

Brown and Culture Secretary 
Tessa Jowell last year launched a 
joint study into whether it would 
feasible for England to host the 
2018 World Cup. 

During the World Cup in 
Germany last year, many English 
fans were upset because Scottish 
soccer fans supported any team 
but England even though Scotland 
failed to qualify for the tournament. 

AFP, Lyon

French champions Lyon could be 
close to signing Czech forward Milan 
Baros, according to their coach 
Gerard Houillier. 

The former Liverpool and France 
boss revealed that talks between 
Lyon and the player's agent are at an 
advanced stage. 

Houllier has signed Baros once 
before, when at Anfield, and tried to 
again when he first joined Lyon, but 
the Aston Villa forward turned down 
the chance to rejoin his old boss 18 

months ago when he left Liverpool for 
their English Premiership rivals. 

The Frenchman has previously 
said that he would never give a 
player a second chance to turn him 
down, but he seems to have 
changed his mind. 

"Only fools never change their 
minds," said Houllier. 

This time, however, it seems as if 
Baros instigated the contact. He is short 
of form and confidence at Villa and his 
strike-rate this season has been appall-
ing, with just two goals in 20 games. 

Despite sitting 14 points clear at 
the top of the French table, Houllier is 
intent on bringing in reinforcements 
for his injury-ravaged team in the 

transfer window. 
With a sixth successive title all but 

wrapped up, Lyon are concentrating 
on their Champions League push, 
having reached the quarter-finals the 
last three seasons. 

"This (injury crisis) proves that we 
can never have too much. Our squad 
is not strong enough," he said. 

"That's why I sounded the alarm. I 
think I've been heard and I'm 
delighted. We have to think about 
today and the future." 

Houllier is also after a midfielder as 
his midfield general Alou Diarra hurt 
his thigh in midweek in the 1-0 
League Cup semi-final victory over Le 
Mans and will be out for eight weeks.

Lyon close in on Baros

AFP, London Colney

Arsenal man-
ager Arsene 
Wenger  has 
admitted his 
s ide  canno t  
afford to lose 

against leaders Manchester 
United this weekend if they are to 
maintain their slim hopes of 
winning this season's English 
Premiership title. 

United are currently a huge 15 
points clear of fourth-placed 
Arsenal and Wenger, asked if 
defeat would spell the end of the 
Gunners' title challenge, told 
reporters at the club's training 
ground here Friday: "For us, 
certainly." 

All the Premiership's top four 
teams are in action against one 
another this weekend with 
Liverpool (third) at home to sec-
ond-placed reigning champions 
Chelsea at Anfield on Saturday. 

Victory for Chelsea would cut 
United's lead at the top of the 
table to just three points heading 
into Sunday's match at the 
Emirates Stadium, one Wenger 
is relishing after Arsenal's 1-0 
win at Old Trafford in September. 

"It's a good opportunity to 
reduce  the  d i s tance  w i th  
Manchester United," he said. "It 
is a big weekend for the 
Premiership as well because 
Liverpool play against Chelsea. 

"It can have a big influence on 
us first and on the Premiership 
as well. We are really determined 
to reduce the gap," added the 
Frenchman. 

"We know we can beat United. 

We've done it away from home, 
why shouldn't we do it at home? 

"We are in good form. They 
are as well so it is a very promis-
ing game. I feel both teams will 
go for it because United are a 
team that tries to score goals and 
we try to score goals." 

Wenger said the gap between 
the two sides in the table was 
down to Arsenal's indifferent 
early season results at their new 
north London home after they 
q u i t  n e a r b y  f o r m e r  b a s e  
Highbury and United's record 
against 'lesser' sides. 

"The difference is basically 
the fact that at the Emirates, at 
the start of the season, we 
dropped some points. They 
(United) have been more consis-
tent against the teams which 
don't fight for the championship." 

Arsenal haven't lost in the 
league to any of their top four 
rivals so far this season but have 
suffered defeats against the likes 
o f  F u l h a m ,  W e s t  H a m ,  
Manchester City and Sheffield 
United. 

"If you look at what we did 
against Liverpool, Chelsea and 
United, we have done very well. 
We dropped some points against 
teams in the second-half of the 
table, away from home as well," 
said Wenger. 

Arsenal will be without injured 
defender William Gallas on 
Sunday while influential Brazil 
midfielder Gilberto is suspended. 

But Wenger hinted at an 
intriguing plan to cope with a 
U n i t e d  a t t a c k  a t o p  t h e  
Premiership scoring chart with 
52 goals already this season. 

"You cannot afford having one 
player who does not defend well 
in his department. I have an idea 
in my head. But if I gave you the 
idea, you wouldn't believe me." 

Arsenal are unbeaten in nine 
league matches since losing 2-1 
to Fulham in November and 
Wenger added: "The essential 
for us is to continue our run and it 
is important we finish the season 
well. To do that it is very, very 
important to be strong at the 
Emirates. 

"We had a little bit of a hesi-
tant start at the Emirates but 
since October I feel we are really 
at home when we play there." 

United have lost just twice in 
the Premiership this season - their 
other defeat was against West 
Ham - and Wenger admitted:  
"They have been more consistent 
than I expected them to be. 

"After their defeat against us, 
we were six points (behind them) 
and today it is 15 points." 

The build-up to recent fixtures 
involving the sides has often 
centred around a verbal spat 
between Wenger and United 
manager Sir Alex Ferguson. 

But there has been no such 
'row' in the run-up to this game 
and Wenger said that was partly 
down to Chelsea's emergence as 
a major force under their outspo-
ken manager Jose Mourinho. 

"In the last two seasons, it has 
become a little better," said 
Wenger of his relationship with 
Ferguson. "Maybe it's because 
Chelsea have come in. It has 
f ocused  the  a t t en t i on  on  
Chelsea." 

Make or break for Gunners 

AFP, Warsaw

Polish Sports Minister Tomasz 
Lipiec on Friday suspended the 
bosses of the country's football 
federation, accusing them of not 
doing enough to crack down on 
match fixing. 

"We have noted total inaction 
against corruption," Lipiec told a 
news conference where he also 
announced that Andrzej Rusko, 
head of the Ekstraklasa company 
that groups first division clubs in 
Poland, had been appointed to 
oversee federation business until a 
new board is elected. 

More than 60 people associated 
with Polish football -- players, 

referees, federation officials and 
coaches -- have been detained or 
arrested in the past 18 months on 
suspicion of corruption. 

Last year, Polish chief prosecu-
tor Janusz Kaczmarek said it was 
"unthinkable" that federation 
bosses were unaware of the illegal 
practices that have marred the 
sport in Poland, and Lipiec warned 
that he could suspend the federa-
tion chiefs over their inertia. 

T h e n ,  i n  O c t o b e r ,  t h e  
International Football Federation 
(FIFA) denounced political interfer-
ence in Polish football and con-
demned attempts by the Polish 
government to fire federation 
bosses, saying the move was in 
breach of FIFA rules. 

Lipiec had called Thursday on 
the federation chiefs to resign, but 

they decided at an emergency 
meeting hours before they were 
suspended to remain. 

"Most of us have nothing to be 
ashamed of. You can't blame the 
whole group. We live in a country 
governed by rule of law, not in 
Belarus," said former Poland 
international Grzegorz Lato, who 
was one of the federation chiefs 
who found himself sidelined on 
Friday. 

Allegations of scandal were not 
the only blot on the copy book of 
Polish football last year. 

In July, days after then prime 
minister Kazimierz Marcinkiewicz 
announced that the federation's 
books would be audited, the 
national squad made a humiliating 
first-round exit from the World Cup 
in Germany. 

Polish bosses 'suspended' 

AFP, Madrid

Real Madrid skipper Raul on Friday 
described as "inopportune" recent 
critical comments of the squad by 
club chairman Ramon Calderon, 
saying they had created a "malaise". 

Other players had already 
spoken out against Calderon in a 
90-minute discussion session 
Wednesday designed to clear the 
air after his controversial remarks, 
which included a suggestion David 
Beckham was heading to Los 
Angeles Galaxy in the United 
States to become a "second rate 

actor". 
"The chairman is the chairman 

and he can talk when he wants but 
his declarations created a malaise 
and were not opportune," said 
Raul, one of few survivors of the 
pre-Beckham era which brought 
the 2003 league title - the club's last 
major honour to date. 

"As a player I hope there is no 
repeat of such a thing," Raul con-
cluded at a press conference 
where he said he hoped the chair-
man would refrain from such loose 
talk in future. 

Calderon, who made a series of 
observations which included the 
view that in general his team was 
vain and not especially civilised, 

later apologised "a thousand times" 
on Real Madrid TV for his indiscreet 
observations. 

Raul said that when he met the 
players to explain himself "face to 
face," Calderon had "asked for 
forgiveness and apologised" dur-
ing what had ended up as a "posi-
tive" meeting. 

Third in the table, but hoping to 
capitalise on recent slip-ups by 
main title rivals Seville and 
Barcelona, Real saw another 
trophy avenue close Thursday 
when Real Betis dumped them out 
of the Spanish Cup. 

The club will try to put a week of 
turmoil and strife behind them with 
a win at Real Mallorca on Sunday. 

Raul hits out at Calderon

PHOTO: AFP

Real Madrid captain Raul Gonzalez ponders a question during a press conference in Madrid on Friday.

PHOTO: AFP

Polish Sport minister Tomasz Lipiec speaks to the media in Warszawa on Friday.

Andy Johnson (L) & Tim Cahill
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