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Playmaker to
reformer

m Football

AFP, Paris

As many French football fans would
testify, Michel Platini cut an unlikely
figure during his brief stint as coach
ofthe national team.

However, few would deny that
the former France and Juventus
legend -- one of only a few players to
be voted European footballer of the
year three times -- was always
destined to play a leading role in the
game.

Platini on Friday achieved his
dream of being given the chance to
lead European football into a new
era when he defeated incumbent
chief Lennart Johansson of Sweden
in a vote for the UEFA presidency.

The scene is now set for the 51-
year-old Frenchman to build on his
promise of giving the smaller
nations a bigger voice in the 52-
member association during his four-
yeartenure.

"It's the start of an adventure,"
said an emotional Platini after
winning the vote.

"I want to thank everyone who
have stayed loyal to me. I'm
delighted to be able to represent
European football."

Born the son of a stonemason
from Piedmont in Italy, Platini made
his name as a swashbuckling num-
ber 10, the number attributed to the

playmakers who usually combine
goal-creating qualities with goal-
scoring skills.

In both, Platini was one of the
best.

In the 1980s, during spells with
Nancy, Saint Etienne and Juventus,
he won the coveted Ballon d'Or
(European footballer of the Year)
three years consecutively --in 1983,
1984 and 1985.

In 1984, he inspired France to
the European Championship title on
home soil, but after retiring, a four-
year stint as coach of the France
team failed to bear fruit.

In 1992 Platini resigned after
France exited the European
Championships at the first round.

Instead, it was in football's corri-
dors of power that the curly-haired
Frenchman would find his true path,
moving slowly up the administrative
ladder from a first administrative
post at the French Football
Federation.

Prior to France's hosting of the
1998 World Cup, Platini was taken
under the wing of FFF president
Fernand Sastre.

Together, they oversaw a suc-
cessful campaign which led to
France triumphing on home soil and
bringing home a first international
trophy since 1984.

A year later Platini declared his
support for Sepp Blatter, becoming
the FIFA chief's specialist adviser.

SEE PAGE 18 COL 1

PHOTO: AFP

Newly elected UEFA President Michel Platini (R) hugs incumbent head Lennart Johansson after the French legend
was voted in atthe UEFA Congress in Dusseldorf on Friday.

Platini UEFA president

m Football

AFP, Dusseldorf

French football legend Michel
Platini won the vote for the presi-
dency of UEFA here on Friday
ousting long-time incumbent
Lennart Johansson of Sweden with
a call for reform.

The 51-year-old former national
team captain and coach won a
secret-ballot vote of the 52 UEFA
member associations by 27-23 and
will head European football's gov-
erning body for at least the next four
years.

"l am very emotionally moved but
so happy," said Platini after the vote
resulthad been announced.

"When | was a footballer after a
victory we got the cup and did a lap
of honour with our team-mates.

"Today it's a great triumph for
me, but | won't be doing any lap of
honour. | am just happy to be
representing European football. It
is the start of a great adventure.”

The campaign for the UEFA top
job had turned increasingly bitter
with the 77-year-old Johansson,
president since 1990, campaigning
as the candidate of continuity and
the challenger Platini advocating
reform.

The Frenchman notably said he
was in favour of limiting Europe's
big guns like Spain, Italy and
England to just three teams in the
prestigious Champions League
instead of the current four as a way
of boosting representation from
smaller countries.

He won support from Sepp
Blatter, the president of world
governing body FIFA, and an old
rival of Johansson, but Germany's
influential Franz Beckenbauer
came out strongly in favour of the
Swede.

Beckenbauer conceded after
the vote: "We have to respect
the result of the vote. We (Ger-
mans) made our choice widely
known, but life goes on.

"We hope to work construc-
tively with Michel Platini."

Platini is widely revered in
France and throughout Europe
playing 72 times for his country,
50 as captain, and scoring a
national record which still
stands of 41 goals.

He notably captained the
side that won the 1984
European title on home soil and
played in three World Cups,
reaching the semi-finals twice in
1982 and 1986. In club football
he starred for St Etienne in
France and Italian giants
Juventus.

He then went on to become
national team manager from
1988 to 1992 before acting as co-
president of the 1998 World Cup
organising commitee and sitting
on the UEFA and FIFA executive
committees.

Platini will be the sixth presi-
dent of the Geneva-based UEFA
which was established in 1954
and the second Frenchman after
Jacques Georges (1984-1990) to
occupy the post.

For Johansson, the vote will
be a massive blow for an official
who oversaw huge develop-

ments in European football dur-
ing his 16 years at the top, but
who had been criticised for los-
ing touch with the grass roots of
the sport.

The Swede was given a stand-
ing ovation by the UEFA mem-
bers and named as an honorary
president of the organisation, but
he had some angry words to say
against Blatter, against whom he
lost the FIFA presidency in 1998.

"I thank Joseph Blatter for
praising our work, but | can't
appreciate the way the FIFA
president interfered in the UEFA
election," he said before the vote
had been announced.

"It is not up to the president of
FIFA to decide, it is up to the
UEFAcongress."

Platini's triumph will go some
way to wiping out the stain felt in
France by losing to London the
race to stage the 2012 Olympic
Games.

One of the reasons given for
that slap in the face was the fact
that France has no representa-
tion on the executive commission of
the controlling International Olympic
Committee (IOC) and the only
French head of an international
sports federation is Rene Roch, in
fencing.

Platini's election though will see
no immediate changes to the
Champions League format as it is
fixed until the summer of 2009 when
the present television deals expire.

Ruud calls
C'Ron

AFP, Madrid

Manchester United coach Sir Alex
Ferguson insists he is going
nowhere but former United star
Ruud van Nistelrooy says
Portuguese winger and former
clubmate Cristiano Ronaldo would
be more than welcome were he to
opt for a new challenge in Madrid.

According to Spanish media
reports the Spanish giants would be
willing to pay United 50 million euros
(65 million dollars) for the popular
21-year-old Portugal international,
who has been in brilliant form this
season.

That would make him the club's
third most expensive signing ever,
after Zinedine Zidane (94 million
dollars) and Luis Figo (72 million
dollars).

Ronaldo's contract at Old
Trafford runs out in 2010, and
United's assistant boss Carlos
Queiroz said recently the club are
already planning to start negotia-
tions on extending that deal.
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SHARAPOVA V WILLIAMS

Old foes clash

Australion ¥y Open

The Grand Slom of Asia/Pacific

AFP, Melbourne

A resurgent Serena Williams
warned Friday her game is yet to
peak as she prepares for Saturday's
Australian Open final against top
seeded Russian Maria Sharapova.

Both players are gunning to
rewrite the history books.
Sharapova is bidding to become the
first Russian woman to claim the title
and Williams the only unseeded
champion since 1978.

Victory would provide seven-
time Grand Slam winner Williams,
who is producing a movie about her
tennis idol Althea Gibson, with a
Hollywood ending to her comeback
frominjury.

Unseeded and entering the
competition ranked number 81 after
an injury-plagued 2006, she was

written off as too unfit and unmoti-
vated by many pundits, with ex-
Wimbledon champion Pat Cash
labelling her "delusional”.

The 2003 and 2005 Australian
champion goes into this year's
decider the underdog, a marked
contrast to their 2004 Wimbledon
final when the American was the
heavy favourite against a little
known 17-year-old.

Sharapova, now 19, scored an
upset win and the odds favour her to
repeat the feat Saturday.

But Williams, 25, has defied
expectations to oust five seeded
players on her way to the final, twice
coming back from a set down and
saying she could "see the rust
shedding from my game".

"I've had a lot of comebacks in
this tournament. | went from rock
bottom the 'hey, there she is again',"
said Williams, adding that she had
nothing to lose and was having fun
in her remarkable return to Grand
Slamtennis.

Asked about the reasons for her
success, she replied: "My stamina,
my mental ability, my sheer desire. |
played a couple of good matches
but | definitely haven't peaked.

"l always say I've got to get into
the finals to peak. Hopefully that's
whatI'mdoing."

Williams refused to outline her
long-term goals because she did not
wantto "jinx" herself.

But her "number one" gestures to
the Melbourne Park crowd after her
quarter- and semi-final wins are a
likely indication of where she
believes she should be.

The world number one spot is a
title that Sharapova has only just
reclaimed and she will be out to
consolidate it with a win over
Williams Saturday.

The glamour girl of the women's
tour said she felt confident ahead of
amatch that will pit Williams' serving
power against her ability to throw
her leggy frame around the
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Third time
unlucky

AFP, Melbourne

It was third time unlucky for Tommy
Haas whose Australian Open semi-
final jinx came back to haunt him
Friday, and he admitted there was
nothing he could do about it.

The German 12th seed has only
ever made three Grand Slam semi-
finals from 34 attempts in a career
spanning 11 years and they were
allat Melbourne Park.

He has lost them all, but none as
emphatically as against Fernando
Gonzalez.

The Chilean's thumping of Haas
was almost as comprehensive as
the manner Roger Federer dis-
missed Andy Roddick in his semi-
final on Thursday.

Federer took 1hr 23mins to get
the job done and Gonzalez took
justeight minutes longer.

ltwas a humiliating end for Haas
who had been playing sizzling
tennis up until meeting the Chilean,
but he couldn't get anything right
Friday.
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Kaiser drafte into
FIFA committee

REUTERS, Dusseldorf

Franz Beckenbauer became the
second high-profile former foot-
baller to be elected to high office on
Friday when he was voted onto the
executive committee of FIFA, world
soccer's governing body.

Beckenbauer, 61, was voted into
a vacant UEFA seat on the commit-
tee by acclamation of the 52 mem-
ber associations at the UEFA
Congress.

An hour earlier, Michel Platini,
like Beckenbauer one of the great-
est players of all time, was elected
as the new president of UEFAwhen
he beat the incumbent Lennart
Johansson 27-23 votes in a straight
contest.

Platini was already an ordinary
member of the FIFA executive but
by winning the UEFA presidency, he
becomes a FIFAvice-president.

Johansson, in contrast, loses his
seat on the FIFA executive that he
has occupied since he became
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PHOTO: AFP
Brazilian striker Ronaldo (L) smiles as he is pictured beside AC Milan General Manager Adriano Galliani (R) during
Milan's Italian Cup match against Roma at the San Siro on Thursday.

Ronaldo in Milan

I/ Football

REUTERS, Rome

AC Milan are on the verge of
signing Brazil striker Ronaldo from
Real Madrid.

"Tomorrow Ronaldo will
undergo a medical at Milanello
and on Monday | have got an
appointment with Real," Milan
vice-president Adriano Galliani
told the Spanish daily EI Mundo's
Web page (www.elmundo.es) on
Thursday.

"If everything goes according to
plan, Ronaldo will be a Milan
player on Monday."

The striker arrived at Milan's
Linate airport on Thursday eve-
ning and was met by Galliani, who
took the 30-year-old to the San
Siro to watch the first leg of the
club's Italian Cup semi-final
againstAS Roma.

Ronaldo was warmly
applauded at the stadium by the

home fans as he made his way to
his seat next to Galliani.

Spanish media reported Milan
had made a six million-euro ($7.79
million) offer for the three-times
FIFAWorld Player of the Year.

El Mundo said Ronaldo would
sign an 18-month contract with
Milan, who would offer him the
chance to end his career at the
club if he lived up to expectations.

Ronaldo has been angling to
leave Real since coach Fabio
Capello made it clear the Brazilian
did not feature in his plans.

A transfer to Milan would repre-
sent a return to familiar territory for
the striker, who played for city rivals
Inter between 1997 and 2002.

If the transfer goes through,
Ronaldo will become the 10th non-
Italian to play for both Milan clubs.

He will follow in the footsteps of
Patrick Vieira, Edgar Davids,
Hernan Crespo, Thomas Helveg,
Dario Simic, Clarence Seedorf,
Andres Guglielminpietro, Taribo
West and Victor Benitez.

Tensions won't
split us: Drogba

AFP, London

Didier Drogba has admitted there
are "tensions" at Chelsea but
insists they won't divert the players
from continuing their push for
tropies under manager Jose
Mourinho.

The English champions have
been fighting for their integrity in
recent weeks, with Mourihno
rumoured to be preparing to the
leave the club at the end of the
season.

Reports this week also sug-
gested that Chelsea owner Roman
Abramovich has already been
looking for the Portuguese man-
ager's replacement.

And to top it all, the poor form of
Ukraine striker Andriy Shevchenko
has compounded the fact that the
Stamford Bridge outfit sit second in
the Premiership six points behind
Manchester United.

Drogba admits it has not been a
trouble-free season, but he is
convinced there will be no reper-
cussions on the field.

He told the Daily Express:
"There are tensions, we cannot
prevent them. That's football, it is
not easy to live with.

"But the players are sticking
together. That is the mostimportant
thing. Are we in crisis? In the league
we are six points behind
Manchester United and still on
course for the title.

"We've qualified for the last 16 of
the Champions League and for the
final of the league cup and we are
still on course for the FA Cup.
Clearly it's a very difficult period."

Drogba also offered his full
support for Mourinho.

Speaking to the Daily Mirror, he
said: "How could | not be behind
someone who always supported
me, who has helped me win tro-
phies and put Chelsea at the top of
English football.

"There were good players at
Chelsea before his arrival but he
brought a culture of winning."
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Gonzalez inking fairytale

Australian #3.Open

The Grand Slom of Asia/Pacific

AFP, Melbourne

Chile's Fernando Gonzalez blasted
past Tommy Haas Friday with a
faultless display of tennis to power
into the Australian Open final
against defending champion Roger
Federer.

The 10th seeded Gonzalez
continued his blistering form from
the earlier rounds to win 6-1, 6-3, 6-
1 in just 1hr 31 min in another
lopsided semi-final following
Federer's dazzling win over Andy
Roddick Thursday.

It is 26-year-old Gonzalez's first
Grand Slam final and follows his
emphatic victories here over 2005
finalist Lleyton Hewitt, in-form
American fifth seed James Blake
and world number two Rafael
Nadal.

Yet again the red-hot Chilean's
formidable serve and forehand
lifted him to victory against the 12th

seeded German.

So perfect was Gonzalez's
performance that his winning
match point fittingly coincided with
the start of the nearby Australia Day
holiday fireworks display.

"I'm enjoying my tennis. I've
been playing the last four months at
avery high level," Gonzalez said.

"l am very calm at the important
moments."

He only committed three
unforced errors in the match and
struck 42 outright winners, 18 off
his favourite forehand. He domi-
nated the points 82-45.

"And one of them (errors) was
really stupid," he said. "It's not too
tough for me because I've been
playing many years with 42
unforced errors and three winners,
so now I'm trying to work the points.

"l can volley better, | can play
five sets if | want, I'm really happy
with this."

Of his upcoming final with
Federer on Sunday, Gonzalez said:
"Roger is the number one by far but
on Sunday we only have to play
one match, there's only one match

leftin this tournament.

"I've lost many times to him (9-0)
but | am playing much better than
the last time | played him. In tennis
you always have a new opportunity
and | have a really nice opportunity
now."

Gonzalez is only the third South
American to reach the Australian
Open final in the Open Era (post-
1969) after Marcelo Rios in 1998
and Guillermo Vilasin 1977-79.

It was further heartbreak for 28-
year-old Haas, who was playing in
his third losing Australian semi-final
after going down to Yevgeny
Kaflenikov in 1999 and Marat Safin
three years later.

Haas failed to get one break
point in Gonzalez's 11 service
games.

"Just really pretty much every-
thing he touched tonight seemed to
go his way," Haas said. "l felt at
times that | didn't even play bad. |
played actually pretty good tennis.

"Every time | tried to do some-
thing differently, he came up with
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PHOTO: AFP
Chilean surprise package Fernando Gonzalez plays an acrobatic return between his legs during his semifinal clash with German Tommy Haas at the
Australian Open in Melbourne on Friday.
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