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Italy coach Roberto Donadoni (R) tackles down lynchpin Alessandro Del Piero during their afternoon session at Coverciano training ground on Monday.

Pressure on Donadoni

AFP, Bari

W Roberto Dona-
| doni's normally
.| calm demeanour
gave way to a
defensive snarl
as the pressure
started to show on the ltaly coach
ahead of Wednesday's Euro 2008
qualifier against Scotland.

World champions ltaly are five
points adrift of joint Group B leaders
France and Scotland with a game in
hand, and anything other than a win
here will leave the Azzurri's qualifica-
tion hopes hanginginthe balance.

It was never going to be easy for
Donadoni to take charge of Italy after
their triumphant World Cup cam-
paign, with expectations that were
already high reaching an almost
unrealisticlevel.

Some Italian newspapers have
reported he will be sacked if the Scots
win on Wednesday, but the 43-year-
old Italy coach, who took over from
Marcello Lippi shortly after the World

Cup, feels he and his squad are being
treated unfairly.

"So many lies have been writtenin
the last few days they could fill an
encyclopedia,” the former AC Milan
midfielder told a news conference on
Monday.

"There needs to be respect
because | don't play this kind of
game. If the results don't go our way,
it's only right to criticise us when
drawing your conclusions.

"But | don't understand why we
are already on trial before the match.
It's always if, if, if. Just let the team
play."

The knives were out for Donadoni
after Italy began their campaign with
a 1-1 draw at home to Lithuania
followed by a 3-1 away defeat to
France, whom Italy beat on penalties
inlastyear's World Cupfinal.

Back-to-back wins over Georgia
and Ukraine kept the vultures at bay
before Donadoni fell foul of the media
for his handling of two national
heroes - Alessandro Del Piero and
Francesco Totti.

Donadoni dropped Del Piero for
the match away to Georgia, a deci-
sion metwith gasps of disbelief as the
veteran striker had been in sparkling
form for Juventus.

When quizzed last week about
Del Piero's exclusion for that match,
Donadoni replied: "Del Piero is like
any other player and he knows that
well."

To be so flippant about a figure
the media love wentdown like alead
ballon, and the relationship between
Donadoni and the press deterio-
rated.

Matters worsened when
Donadoni said it will be he who
decided if he picks Totti once the
Roma captain has returned from his
international sabbatical in
September.

Italy would be up in arms if
golden boy Totti did not walk straight
back into the side, but Donadoni
insisted he would not be pressured
into picking his team.

"There are those who criticise me
for my attitude, but this is the way |

do things and | will not change,"
Donadoni said.

"l won't be conditioned by any-
body. | willmake my own decisions."

Scotland manager Alex
McLeish, whose first game in
charge was Saturday's last-gasp 2-
1 win over Georgia, believes his side
can make life uncomfortable for
Donadoniand Italy.

"The pressure is all on Italy as
they are behind in the group," he
said.

"For us there is no pressure being
top. If we get the results we want, it
doesn'tmatterwhatanyone else does.

"This gives you a feeling of
comfortand confidence."

Scotland midfielder Paul Hartley
insisted his side were more than
capable of leaving the San Nicola
stadium with a positive result.

"We don't fear them and we feel
we can get something from the
game," he said.

Rogue agents
curtail young
careers

AFP, Geneva

Thirty-four teenagers from Ivory
Coast, who were promised glitter-
ing footballing careers in Europe
by a rogue agent, have returned
home after they were found living
in the rough in Mali, an interna-
tional agency said Tuesday.

The International Orga-
nisation for Migration (IOM) said
the incident was just one sign of a
hidden but deeper problem in
Africa with unscrupulous, self-
styled agents, and lure of
European football.

The parents of the 16 to 18
year-old boys, who played for a
local youth club in an impover-
ished suburb of the capital
Abidjan, were tricked into paying
300,000 CFA francs (600 dollars)
so that their children would be
placed in top European clubs.

Instead, the youngsters were
smuggled into neighbouring Mali
three months ago, the IOM said.

The group was discovered
during a police raid recently,
sleeping on the floor of aroom of a
house in the town of Sikasso, with
little food, IOM spokeswoman
Jemini Pandya said.

The fake agent and the presi-
dent of the club they were playing
for, Yopougon, were arrested and
are facing criminal charges.

"There is an increasing number
of young Africans who are report-
edly lured to Europe with prom-
ises of wealth and fame, only to
find themselves without papers,
money or contracts in exploitative
situations," Pandya explained.

"The dream of going to Europe
is a very big one in West Africa,
football is a great passion," she
added.

Some of the lvorian youngsters
were said to be so mesmerised by
the European game that they
were desperate to become pro-
fessional players and send money
back home to their families.

The IOM was unable to give a
more precise idea of the scale of
the problem.

The agency and the UN
Children's Fund (UNICEF) have
joined forces with the Ivorian
government to give the teenagers
psychological support and to raise
awareness about the dangers of
bogus offers from rogue agents.

Ferdinand defends McClaren

AFP, London

| Rio Ferdinand

© has jumped to the
defence of embat-
tled England
manager Steve
McClaren, insisting he is "doing all
he can" to try and find a solution to
England's problems.

Defender Ferdinand believes
that the team and not the manager
are at fault as they head to
Barcelona for Wednesday's Euro
2008 qualifier bidding to end a five-
game winless run against minnows
Andorra.

"l think, even before the boss
came in, we weren't consistently
playing to our capabilities, to our
potential," he said.

"Many of these players in the
squad could walk into any other
team in Europe - if not the world - but
we've not been able to do that overa
consistent period.

"The manager we've got now is
doing all he can to find the answers
to all the questions that arise from
Sven-Goran Eriksson's era and his
own period (in charge).

"But the players have got to
take some responsibility as well.
The manager can do it any way he
wants but if we're not performing
righttheniit's not going to happen.

"I think a lot of us haven't been
performing how we perform for our
clubs. It's been, here and there,
high-class performances from
individuals but not as a collective
team.

"The first half against Sweden in
the opening group of the World Cup
last summer was a great perfor-
mance but, other than that, there
hasn't been a stand-up perfor-
mance.

"ltis a strange. There have been
solid performances. We all strive to
be the best and do as well as we
can.

"You see players week in, week
out doing unbelievable world class
things for their clubs but sometimes
it doesn't work out collectively for
England.

"That's the difference between
a great team and a team that are
nearly there."

Ferdinand believes Italy are
the prime example of players
performing as a team when they
lifted the World Cup last summer
with a side not littered with star
names.

He said: "It's about us getting
the right mix and blend when
we're all together and putting it
together at the right time. You saw
that with Italy at the World Cup.

"They all performed to a high
level, especially in the latter
stages. There wasn't a stand-out
player for them that was head and
shoulders above the rest, but they
all performed, solid eight out of 10
performances."
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Ivory Coast and Chelsea superstar Didier Drogba holds his African player of
the year trophy upon his arrival at Abidjan airport on Monday.

Bayern appeal
Kahn ban

AFP, Munich

German giants Bayern Munich
confirmed Monday they are
appealing the one-match suspen-
sion imposed by European foot-
ball's governing body UEFA on
goalkeeper Oliver Kahn.

Kahn was suspended for 'im-
proper conduct" and also fined
20,000 Swiss francs (12,346
euros) Thursday for his part in a
heated argument with doping
control officials following Bayern's
2-1win over Real Madrid in Munich
two weeks ago.

The ban keeps the veteran out
of his club's Champions League
quarterfinal, first leg away to AC
Milan on April 3.

"I have never heard of a player
being hit with such a heavy penalty
for such an offence," said Bayern
coach Ottmar Hitzfeld.

Kahn had a heated argument
with the doctor supervising the
doping controls after he requested
that the goalkeeper provide
another sample because he had
not been present when the first
was taken.

Should Kahn's suspension be
upheld, reserve Michael Rensing
will be in goal for the first leg,
before Kahn returns for the home
leg atthe Allianz Arena.

'Don’'t rush
Owen'

AFP, Newcastle

Newcastle chairman Freddy
Shepherd on Monday warned
England boss Steve McClaren against
rushing striker Michael Owen back
from injury to lift his Euro 2008 qualify-
ing campaign.

Owen injured his knee playing for
England in the 2006 World Cup in
Germany.

And the 27-year-old is targetting a
return from cruciate ligament damage
before the end of the season, and
could line out for England's game
against Estoniain June.

"He will return when it suits him and
Newcastle, not England," Shepherd
told the Newcastle Chronicle.

"If he's not fit for Newcastle this
season, he won't be fit for England.”

McClaren's side have scored only
once in five international matches and
Saturday's draw in Israel left England
five points behind Croatia, the pace-
setters in their Euro 2008 qualifying
group, and three adrift of Russia, who
currently occupy the second qualifying
spot.

Shepherd added: "l am an England
fan and | want to watch them in the
Euro 2008 finals.

"But let's stop this clamour for
Michael returning to play for England
before itgets up ahead of steam.

"The player and Newcastle United
come first and he will not be rushed
back just so he can play for England in
the summer."

Czech team
fined

AFP, Prague

The Czech football team has been
fined for bad behaviour following
their 2-1 defeat to Germany in Euro
2008 qualifiers at the weekend, the
Czech football federation (CMFS)
said on Monday.

The CMFS fined the team one
million crowns (35,750 euros) for
drinking and partying at a Prague
hotel while celebrating the 29th
birthday of defender Tomas Ujfalusi.

The CMFS said the behaviour
"was incompatible with what is
required of a member of the national
team," adding "the players recog-
nised they had done wrong."

Calls for the departure of Czech
coach Karel Bruckner were made by
the country's press on Monday
following their Germany defeat.

The daily newspaper Sport,
which pointed out the Czech
Republic had not beaten a major
international team since Euro 2004
in Portugal, said: "If the coach does
not radically change the way he
works and continues to ignore
modern training methods, he should
leave."

The Czech press said the team
would have lost by a bigger margin
to Germany had it not been for a
good showing from keeper Petr
Cech.

The Czechs, who are second in
Group D behind Germany, host
Cyprus on Wednesday at Liberec in
the north west of the country. The
other teams in the group are
Republic of Ireland, Slovakia, Wales
and San Marino.

We are number
one: Kaiser

AFP, Berlin

German legend Franz Beckenbauer
insisted on Tuesday Germany are the
best football side in Europe after
describing last Saturday's 2-1 win over
the Czech Republic last Saturday as a
"landmark” result.

In his weekly column in German
newspaper Bild, Beckenbauer said
the victory in Prague cements
Germany's status as European No. 1
and takes them a step closer to qualifi-
cation for Euro 2008 in Switzerland
andAustria nextsummer.

"I'll dare to say it. At the moment we
are the No 1 team in Europe," wrote
Beckenbauer after German coach
Joachim Loew claimed his seventh
win in eight games since taking over
from Jurgen Klinsmann after last
year's World Cup.

"We took the game to the Czechs
and some of our play looked like a
training video.

"On top of the momentum Jurgen
Klinsmann built, the team are now
showing signs of telepathic under-
standing and are functioning like a
well-drilled unit."

It's a far cry from just a year ago
when the 61-year-old, who won 103
caps over 12 years, was highly critical
after Germany were hammered 4-1 by
Italy in Florence.

Beckenbauer questioned the
methods of then-coach Klinsmann
and his deputy Loew which sparked
huge debate in Germany.

But after the win in Prague, thanks
to two goals from Schalke O4 striker
Kevin Kuranyi, Beckenbauer
described Loew's promotion to the
head coach as a"piece of luck”.

Loew, 47, enjoyed limited success
in charge of VfB Stuttgart, Austria
Vienna and Tyrol FC Innsbruck before
his promotion, but has got Germany
playing some attractive football.

"Obviously he has strong powers of
persuasion amongst the squad,”
judged Beckenbauer.

UEFA's no nonsense
to violence

I/ Football

AFP, Nyon

UEFA president Michel Platini
stepped up his "zero tolerance" cam-
paign against violence in European
football Monday after gaining unwa-
vering support from his executive
committee.

Violence had continued despite a
letter Platini sent to the last 16 clubs in
the Champions League a fortnight
ago, and there were incidents at the
Euro 2008 qualifiers over the week-
end, UEFA spokesman William
Gaillard said.

"He's now going to write to the
heads of the 53 federations to remind
them of their duties, and the executive
committee supports him on the watch-
word: zero tolerance for violence and
those who are violent," Gaillard said.

UEFA are currently examining
appeals against sanctions imposed
after a mass brawl between Valencia
and Inter Milan players in a
Champions League tie on March 6. A
ruling is expected shortly after the
hearing on Wednesday.

Both clubs were fined 155,772
euros (207,223 dollars) and the play-
ers involved were suspended for
periods ranging from two matches to
sevenmonths.

"UEFA, the associations and the
clubs can do quite a lot when it comes
to violence on the pitch and in stadi-
ums," Gaillard explained.

"However, we can do less away
from the stadiums -- there we need the
help of the various public order authori-
ties."

Platini and UEFA chiefs met gov-
emment and police officials from
several countries last week, to discuss
ways to tackle violence in and around

stadiums.

More meetings are due with police
officials and corruption specialists.

Gaillard drew a parallel between
the killing of Colombian football player
Andres Escobar after the 1994 World
Cup and the death of Pakistan's cricket
coach Bob Woolmer, who was found
strangled during cricket's World Cup
lastweek.

"We unfortunately have violence
that is generated by things outside
sport - it can be political extremism,
but also corruption or illegal betting,"
UEFA's spokesman added.

World governing body FIFA's
president Sepp Blatter wamed Friday
that violence on and off the pitch had
drivenfootball to a crossroads.

Blatter also raised the possibility of
punishing coaches for the actions of
their players.

Minnow relief for England

AFP, Barcelona

| Whatever has
| gone wrong with
England over the
last six months,
Steve McClaren
knows he cannot put it right against
Andorra here on Wednesday.

Even if England were to hit dou-
ble figures against the tiny principal-
ity, the pressure on their manager
would ease off only a fraction
between now and his squad's next
genuine test in their Euro 2008
qualifying campaign, an end-of-
season trip to Estonia.

Failure to beat Andorra, against
whom England scored five without
reply in McClaren's first match in
charge last year, is so unthinkable
thatthe manager will be able to claim
no credit from ending a winless run
of five games in which his side have
produced a solitary goal.

A bit of target practice at
Barcelona's Olympic stadium could
nonethless serve a valuable pur-
pose for McClaren as he seeks to
rebuild the self-belief of a squad in
which morale appears to be disinte-
grating.

In the build-up to the match,

McClaren could have done without
having to deny suggestions that a rift
has developed between him and
Wayne Rooney, whose current
difficulties in recapturing his best
form in an England shirt is one of the
main reasons why the team's supply
of goals has dried up.

McClaren dismissed the claims
as "an absolute load of rubbish,"
insisting that Rooney is one of the
players towhom he s closest.

But it was telling that the head
coach did not deny that things had
got heated during the dressing room
inquest into Saturday's disappoint-
ing goalless draw in Israel, a reality
which had in any case already been
confirmed by his captain, John Terry.

Instead, McClaren implied that
frank exchanges reflected a genuine
willingness to address the mystery
of why the likes of Rooney, Frank
Lampard and Steven Gerrard have,
of late, rarely transformed their club
formto the international stage.

"Everybody is together and
knows what we have to do and we
have got to start doing it," McClaren
said.

Although they have slipped five
points behind pacesetters Croatia
and have three points to make up on

Russia, the team currently occupy-
ing group E's second qualifying spot,
England do still retain control of their
own destiny with seven matches left
to play, four of them at the rebuilt
Wembley.

The home and away fixtures
against Russia look like being deci-
sive and England's task may be
eased if Croatia have already
secured qualification by the time
they visit London on the final night of
qualifyingin November.

"We still have to play Russia
twice and Croatia at home," said
McClaren. "It always boils down to
these biggames."

The former Middlesbrough has
endured a torrid time at the hands of
his increasingly outspoken critics in
the press and among England's
hardcore supporters.

It cannot have been pleasant for
him to have to listen to chants of "you
don't know what you're doing" or to
realise he is being dubbed
"McClown" with increasing regular-
ity.

But he remains as defiantly
upbeat in his confidence that he can
turn things around as he was in
suggesting that only poor finishing
denied England victory in Tel Aviv.

PHOTO: AFP

England midfielder Steven Gerrard (L) is under pressure from teammate Ashley Cole during a training session at the
Olympic Stadiumin Barcelona on Tuesday.
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