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Injury fears
ease for
Ferdinand

AFP, London

Manchester United and England
defender Rio Ferdinand has been
assured that the groin injury he
sustained in Saturday's FA Cup win
over Watford is less serious than at
first feared.

Ferdinand limped off during the
first-half of Saturday's match, add-
ing to an injury list that already
included Gary Neville, Nemanja
Vidic, Mikael Silvestre and John
O'Shea.

The player expressed fears that
he could be out of action for a long
spell, but initial examinations have
proved otherwise.

Ferdinand is expected to be fully
fit in time for Saturday's league
game against Middlesbrough, but
coach Sir Alex Ferguson has not
rule him out of being involved in the
game against Sheffield United at
Old Trafford on Tuesday.

The same is also true of John
O'Shea, who sat out Saturday's
victory with a minor calf injury.

Should neither Ferdinand nor
O'Shea make the Sheffield game,
Ferguson will face a dilemma over
who should fill the right-back slot.

Darren Fletcher is favourite to
retain the role after doing well as an
emergency replacement for
Ferdinand in a back four which saw
Gabriel Heinze partner Wes Brown
inthe middle.

The only other plausible option is
to hand 18-year-old Northern
Irishman Craig Cathcart his debut.

Normally a central defender,
Cathcart has impressed and
reserve-team and academy level
this term and been a key figure in
United's run to the Youth Cup final.

Rooney raring
to go

AFP, London

Wayne Rooney admits Manchester
United's breathtaking form has
reinvigorated him for the decisive
final weeks of the season.

United have enjoyed a week to
remember with Tuesday's 7-1
Champions League thrashing of
Roma followed by a 4-1 FA Cup
semifinal win over Watford on
Saturday.

Those magnificent displays
underlined exactly why Rooney is
desperate to play in every game
despite the hectic schedule faced by
SirAlex Ferguson's treble chasers.

The England striker, who scored
twice against Watford, is convinced
he can take the strain of putting his
body on the line in so many high-
stakes games.

"I have never experienced an
end of season like this one before
but | don't need a rest," Rooney
said.

"I love to play. | feel fit and strong
and a match every three or four days
is fine by me. That is what you come
toabig club for.

"We have not played as well as
this during my time at United. Some
of our attacking football has been
brilliant and | am delighted to be a
partofit."

United's win against Watford set
up a showdown against Chelsea in
the first FA Cup final to be played at
the rebuilt Wembley.

Rooney last visited Wembley in
its' old guise to see Everton play
against United in the 1995 FA Cup
final when he was just nine.

Everton won that day but
Rooney also has painful memories
of the FA Cup final as well after
playing in United's penalty shoot-
out defeat againstArsenal in 2005.

"People were writing us off not
that long ago but we knew we had a
lot of young players coming through
and the situation would change,"
said Rooney.

"Now we have made a bit of
history by reaching the first FA Cup
final at Wembley and hopefully we
cangoonandwinit."

Mourinho-
Abramovich
hug!

AFP, Manchester

Jose Mourinho hinted at a thaw in
his troubled relationship with
Chelsea owner Roman Abramovich
by revealing that the Russian billion-
aire had given him a hug after
watching his side beat Blackburn in
the FA Cup semifinal at Old Trafford
on Sunday.

The two men had reportedly not
spoken for months prior to the
match and Mourinho has been
widely tipped to leave Stamford
Bridge this summer, even though
the club remains in the hunt for a
clean sweep of all four trophies they
have entered.

But suggestions their relation-
ship has broken down irretrievably
appeared at odds with Mourinho's
account of their meeting after
Sunday's match.

"l spoke to him just here (next to
the press conference room),"
Mourinho said. "Sure we had a hug.
| told him congratulations and he
told me congratulations."

PHOTO: AFP
Diminutive Barcelona midfielder Deco (C) skips past a challenge during their Primera Liga encounter against
Mallorca atthe Nou Camp in Barcelona on Sunday.

Barca sweat to top

AFP, Madrid

e

League leaders
Barcelona left it
late but ensured
they stayed on
top of La Liga
thanks to a
Fernando
Navarro own goal

which gave them

LF a 1-0 win over

Real Mallorca on Sunday.

"We have got three very, very
important points. We had a lot of
luck with the goal," conceded a
relieved Barcelona coach Frank
Rijkaard, whose team were without
anill Ronaldinho.

The luckless Navarro, who was
on Barcelona's books himself until
two seasons ago, saw the ball
rebound off his legs barely a minute
before the final whistle after Barca's
Argentine striker Javier Saviola had
hitthe post.

Barcelona had the best of a
disappointing game although
Mallorca had a chance to open the
scoring after 30 minutes.

Victor Valdes brought down
Mallorca midfielder Jonas Gutierrez
but the Barca goalkeeper, who was
lucky to not get sent off, then saved
the resulting penalty from Jonas.

In the second half, Saviola,
Samuel Eto'o and Lionel Messi all
fluffed opportunities to break the
deadlock.

Barcelona have 59 points from
30 games and hold a four-point
advantage over second-placed
Sevillawho went down 2-0 at fourth-
placed Valencia later on Sunday,
with David Villa getting both goals .

Villa danced around the Sevilla
defenders to put Valencia ahead

after 27 minutes.

Sevilla's Enzo Maresca had a
penalty saved shortly afterwards by
Valencia goalkeeper Santiago
Canizares but Villa himself made no
mistake from the spot five minutes
after the break, after being tripped
by Andreas Hinkel, who was sent
off.

Former Barcelona player Hristo
Stoichkov ensured that he will go
down in history at struggling Celta
Vigo after guiding them to a 1-0
victory over bitter local rivals
Deportivo La Coruna on Sunday.

Stoichkov, who won four league
tittes at Barcelona as well as the
1992 European Cup, was making
his debut as the Celta coach after
resigning as the Bulgarian national
coach on Tuesday.

Brazilian striker Fernando
Baiano got Stoichkov off to a win-
ning start by scoring from the edge
of the six yard box, deflecting home
a shot by his Uruguayan team mate
Nestor Canobbio.

"The victory doesn't guarentee
anything but | couldn't have asked
anything more. They got stuck in,
fought and showed a winner's
mentality," said a happy Stoichkov.

It was only Celta's second home
win this season but helped them to
edge out of the relegation zone.

Athletic Bilbao's chances of
avoiding relegation improved with a
2-1win over Espanyol.

The visitors took the lead with an
amazing goal after five minutes when
Jonatas found the net from just a few
yards inside the Athletic half.

Noticing that Athletic goalkeeper
Daniel Aranzubia was standing
close to the edge of his area and
unable to adequately cover his goal,
the Brazilian midfielder cleverly

found the net from nearly half the
length of the field.

"Our goalkeeper felt a bit of a fool
after that goal but he recovered his
poise quickly and made several
good saves," said Athletic coach
Jose Manuel Esnal.

However, Athletic got three
points thanks to former Spanish
international striker Ismael Urzaiz,
both of whose second half goals
were headed home from free kicks.

Athletic, along with Barcelona
and Real Madrid, have been ever-
present in the Spanish first division
since its formation in 1928.

Levante slipped into the bottom
three after going down 1-0 at
Atletico Madrid with Fernando
Torres getting the only goal of the
game on the hour from just outside
the area.

Fifth-placed Real Zaragoza
crashed 1-0 at bottom club
Gimnastic Tarragona with Javier
Portillo heading Gimnastic in front
nine minutes before the end, con-
necting with a Gil corner.

Two penalties in the last 18
minutes by Racing Santander's
Ezequiel Garay, the winner coming
just seconds before the end of
regulation time, handed nine-man
Real Madrid a 2-1 defeat on
Saturday.

Real, who opened the scoring
through club captain Raul Gonzalez
after 33 minutes, had defenders
Ivan Helguera and Alvaro Mejia sent
off in the final minutes of the game.

Jose relishing MU battles

m Football

AFP, Manchester

Jose Mourinho believes Chelsea
and Manchester United have
earned the right to contest the
season's major prizes between
themselves over what could be an
unprecedented three-match finale
to the campaign.

Speaking after his side had
booked an FA Cup final date with
United with an extra-time win over
Blackburn, the Chelsea boss admit-
ted he would relish the prospect of
facing Sir Alex Ferguson's side
three times in the space of 15 days
next month.

Chelsea face United at Stamford
Bridge on May 8th in a match that
could be decisive in the Premiership
title battle, which United currently
lead by three points.

The first Cup final at the new
Wembley is on May 19 and the two
clubs could meet again four days
later in the Champions League final
inAthens.

For that to happen, United must
overcome AC Milan while Chelsea
have to get the better of Liverpool in
their respective semifinals.

"At the end of the season people
will qualify the top teams in Europe
in relation to the trophies you win,"
Mourinho said.

"If Milan or Liverpool win the
Champions League, maybe people
will look at them as the top team, but
the reality is that what Man United
and Chelsea are doing this season
isunbelievable.

"l just hope the match at
Stamford Bridge is also a final. | just
hope we can keep on the run we are
in now and play that game with a
chance to be champion."

Mourinho's chance to get his
hands on the only piece of English
silverware to have eluded him was

secured by Michael Ballack, whose
extra-time winner finally settled a
semifinal Blackburn might easily
have won in the closing stages of
regulation time after Jason Roberts
had cancelled out Frank Lampard's
opener for Chelsea.

Mourinho acknowledged there
would have been no way back for
his side if Morten Gamst Pedersen
had been able to convert a glorious
late chance to put Blackburn in front
and he paid tribute to the contribu-
tion of Mark Hughes's side to an
encounter that he described as
"incredible propoganda for English

JOSE MOURINHO

football."

He added: "When | saw the
game going to the end, | was afraid.
| was not worried about extra time
but if they scored then, probably it
was all over."

Hughes acknowledged that
Pedersen's miss with a free header
from barely six yards out had been
perhaps the decisive moment in the
match.

"Everyone of my players putin a
performance they can be proud of,"
he said. "They have run a top quality
Chelsea side very close and | doubt

if they have had a harder game all
season.

"Extra time came too soon for us.
Another ten minutes with the
momentum we had | think we would
have won it. We had a fantastic
chance with Morten and, on on
another day he is the guy you want
to be faced with a header in the
middle of the goal to score. But it
was nottobe."

Mourinho must now turn his
attention to Wednesday's
Premiership meeting with West
Ham, although the Champions
League semifinal with Liverpool --
and the prospect of revenge for a
controversial defeat by Rafael
Benitez's men at the same stage
two years ago -- is clearly beginning
toloom large in his thoughts.

Having dispatched one of his
assistants to watch Liverpool's
goalless draw with Manchester City
on Saturday, Mourinho revealed
that his scout had left after an hour.

"He was saying it was like a
testimonial," he said. "Liverpool are
preparing for the Champions
League semifinal, we are preparing
for a game in two days, a game we
have towin.

"But this is what we fight for, to be
in this position so we cannot com-
plain aboutit."

Ballack may have claimed the
winner at Old Trafford on Sunday, but
Chelsea had more reason to be
grateful for a man-of-the-match
performance by goalkeeper Peter
Cech, who only sixmonths ago under-
went surgery on afractured skull.

"He is the best in the world, |
think everybody knows that,"
Mourinho said.

"When we saw him in the hospi-
tal without hair and that big scar and
we saw him in hospital, there were a
lot of question marks, so for him to
come back to this level is just
incredible."

MU lead PFA
nominations

AFP, London

The Professional Footballers'
Association Player of the Year
award will be a case of Manchester
United against the rest this season.

United dominate the award
nominations with three players
making the six-man shortlist.

Alongside overwhelming favour-
ite Cristiano Ronaldo are his vet-
eran team-mates Paul Scholes and
Ryan Giggs as well as Chelsea's
Ivory Coast forward Didier Drogba,
Arsenal's Spanish playmaker Cesc
Fabregas and Liverpool captain
Steven Gerrard, last year's winner.

The award will be presented on
April 22 when a United player could
win it for the first time since Ruud
van Nistelrooy was honoured by his
peersin 2002.

Ronaldo, 22, or even 19-year-old
Fabregas could be in for a unique
double as both are nominated for
the Young Player of the Year award
category as well, alongside Wayne
Rooney, the winner the last two
seasons.

Reading striker Kevin Doyle, 23,
Tottenham winger Aaron Lennon,
19, and 18-year-old defender Micah
Richards, of Manchester City, who
won his first England caps this
season, are the other nominees.

Most observers believe the main
award is a straight fight between
Chelsea's Drogba and flying
Portuguese winger Ronaldo, with
the latter the clear favourite.

Ronaldo has been in startling
form this season, scoring 21 goals
from midfield as he has inspired
United to top of the Premiership, the
FA Cup final and Champions
League semifinals.

But Drogba has already passed
the 30-goal mark for the season as
Chelsea, who have already won the
League Cup, chase an unprece-
dented treble.

Scholes and Giggs have both
come in for high praise in the
twighlight of the two veterans'
careers as both have been instru-
mental in United's success.

Gerrard has as usual been
Liverpool's heart-beat this season
with Fabregas rapidly maturing at
Arsenal, where he pulls the strings.

With voting among the players
themselves now finished, the win-
ners in each category will be
revealed at the end of a gala dinner
in London on Sunday night.

The PFAFans Player of the Year,
which is polled each month across
the season, will also be announced.
Football supporters will, meanwhile,
get their chance to take part in a
public 'Guess The Winners' vote.

Lee Chun-Soo
set for Fulham

INTERNET, undated

Ulsan Hyundai Horang-i midfielder
Lee Chun-Soo is hoping he can
secure a move to Fulham in order to
restore his reputation in Europe.

The Cottagers have contacted
Ulsan with a view to signing the 25-
year-old South Korea international
on a year-long loan which would
starton July 1.

His previous experience of
football away from the Far East
came in 2002 when, following an
impressive World Cup on home soil,
he joined Real Sociedad.

But after an unsuccessful spell in
San Sebastian he was farmed out
on loan to Numancia before return-
ing to Ulsan in 2005 and helping the
Tigers win the league champion-
ship.

He is desperate for the Fulham
move to come off after seeing possi-
ble transfers to the Premiership with
Wigan and Portsmouth fall through.

"This is my last chance to restore
my reputation and it will be good if
Ulsan can accept that," Lee told the
Joongang Daily.

"If | go on a loan deal and prove
my ability then | expect that the two
clubs will be able to do a deal.

"When | went to Spain | had no
time to prepare. With Fulham |
would have three months to get
ready."

Lee, who has made 70 interna-
tional appearances, was part of the
Korea side who reached the semifi-
nals of the 2002 World Cup and also
scored his country's first goal in the
2006 tournament in Germany with a
trademark free-kick in the 2-1 win
against Togo.He has fond memories
of Craven Cottage after scoring the
winner in Korea's 1-0 victory against
Greece in a friendly held at the
ground in February, and admits the
proximity of the club to the centre of
the UK's Korean population, New
Malden, is a bonus.

"Fulham is close to England's
Korea town so | would be able to
adapt to life quickly," he said.

"I heard that the club were inter-
ested in me when | played at Craven
Cottage."

Fulham are also believed to have
watched Lee during Korea's defeat
by Uruguay in Seoul in March.

Bremen keep up chase

AFP, Beriin

| German striker
Miroslav Klose
admitted he was
delighted to get on
the scoresheet
and help fire
Werder Bremen
back up to second
in the Bundesliga
with a 2-0 win at Borussia Dortmund
on Sunday.

After rivals VfB Stuttgart leap-
frogged into second on Saturday, with
a2-1 win against Hanover, Bremen re-
claimed their place behind leaders
Schalke 04 after Klose scored his third
goalinfourdays.

Having netted twice in Bremen's
UEFA Cup win over AZ Alkmaar last
Thursday night to break his 907-
minute goal drought, the 2006
World Cup's top-scorer opened the
scoring at Dortmund as his side kept
the pressure on Schalke.

"For any forward, it's always
good to score a few goals," said
Klose.

"That will keep the pressure off
me now for the next few weeks, it
always puts a smile on your face
when the goals go flyingin."

Bremen coach Thomas Schaaf paid
tribute to his side's hard-working perfor-
mance so soon after booking their
UEFACup semifinal berth.

"The fact the players delivered a
performance of that quality after the

UEFA Cup game on Thursday is a
huge compliment to them.

"We probed their defence for
weaknesses, took our time and we
were rewarded with two well-taken
goals."

After Bremen defender Patrick
Owomoyela robbed Dortmund
midfielder Florian Kringe on the half-
way line and sprinted to the edge of
the penalty area, Klose was on hand
to head home his cross on 28 min-
utes.

And a superb curled free-kick
from Brazilian Diego ten minutes
later gave Dortmund goalkeeper
Roman Weidenfeller no chance and
put Bremen into a 2-0 lead. The
visitors could even afford to squan-
der several chances to score more
after the break.

The defeat leaves Dortmund just
one place above the relegation
zone.

After the disappointment of their
Champions League exit last
Wednesday at the hands of AC
Milan, Bayern Munich showed they
are still in the hunt for their 21st
German title after a convincing 2-1
win against Bayer Leverkusen.

But goal-scorer Roy Makaay
revealed the German giants
endured a nervous final 30 minutes
as the ghosts of their Milan defeat
came back to haunt them.

"After Woronin's equaliser we
started to rush things a bit and in the
last 15 minutes there was nothing

leftin the tank," he said.

"We are still feeling the disap-
pointment of defeat last
Wednesday."

Midfield hard-man Mark van
Bommel put Bayern into an early
lead after defender Philipp Lahm
launched a high ball and the Dutch
midfielder beat Leverkusen goal-
keeper Rene Adler to chip into the
net after 30 minutes.

"We have shown our rivals that
we have the necessary stamina to
take the Bundesliga title down to the
wire," added Van Bommel.

And Bayern wrapped up the
points three minutes into the sec-
ond-half when Hasan Salihamidzic
slid a pass into the feet of striker
Makaay who buried his shot past the
diving Adler to make it 2-0.

Leverkusen's Ukrainian striker
Andrey Voronin, who picked up a
yellow card earlier in the game,
scored to put his side back in con-
tention, against the run of play, on
the hour mark, only for Van Bommel
to hitthe post moments later.

But Bayern deserved the win
while the defeat leaves Leverkusen
sixth in the league, one place away
froma UEFA Cup berth.

Milan continue

AFP, Rome

AC Milan won 3-
1 at Messina on
Sunday to climb
into fourth spotin
|the Italian
league to con-
tinue their late
season charge
following qualification for the
Champions League semifinals.
Coach Carlo Ancelotti has said
all along this season that fourth
spot, and a place in the Champions
League next season, was his
team's aim after they started with an
eight-point deficit for their involve-
ment in the match-fixing scandal.
Kaka and Giuseppe Favalli put
Milan two goals ahead in the first
half hour and Ronaldo scored a
third near the end though Messina's

Salvatore Masiello found the net in
injury time.

AC Milan's victory comes just
four days after their 2-0 victory at
Bayern Munich which put them into
the Champions League semifinals
4-2 on aggregate.

"The team is going through a
very good period," Ancelotti told Sky
Sport, adding: "The battle for fourth
place will continue right up till the
lastmatch."

Palermo drew 2-2 at Inter Milan
in Sunday's late match, leaving
them in fifth spot a point below AC
Milan. Inter are still unbeaten,
having won 25 of their 31 matches.

Inter had to fight back from two
goals down after first half goals by
Palermo's Andrea Caracciolo and
Cristian Zaccardo. Luis Figo then
set up two goals after the break to
bring Inter into the match,
Argentina's Julio Cruz scoring with
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PHOTO: AFP

Milan striker Ronaldo calls his teammates to celebrate after scoring a goal in
their Serie Amatch against Messina at the San Filippo Stadium on Sunday.

charge

a header and then Adriano finding
the net.

Inter have 81 points, with Roma
second on 65, and it is hardly a
crisis for Roberto Mancini's men
although this is the first time they
have been held to two consecutive
draws following their goalless
match against Reggina last week-
end.

Lazio are third on 56, fourth-
placed AC Milan have 50 points and
Palermo are on 49.

Second-placed Roma alsohad a
big victory with Francesco Totti
scoring twice in a 4-0 thrashing of
Sampdoria following their
Champions League humiliation in
midweek. Totti confirmed his place
as league top scorer with 20 goals.

Roma lost 7-1 to Manchester
United in their quarterfinal, second
leg at Old Trafford on Tuesday.

Roma coach Luciano Spalletti
told Sky Sport: "I knew there would
be a reaction because | know my
players well. | work with them and |
know how seriously they prepare."

Roma's city rivals Lazio, how-
ever, could only draw 2-2 at bottom
club Ascoli to end their run of eight
consecutive victories.

Duff's season
is over

AFP, Newcastle

Republic of Ireland winger Damian
Duff's season is over following an
ankle injury, his Newscastle team
said Monday.

The 28-year-old was injured
during his team's 2-1 defeat at
Portsmouth on Saturday and left the
field limping.

He underwent an X-ray, after
which manager Glenn Roeder con-
firmed he would miss the rest of the
season.

"While an X-ray has shown there
is no break, Damien has a badly
swollen ankle and our medical peo-
ple tell us that he will not be able to
play again this season," Roeder told
the club's official website.

"It's bad luck for Damien coming
at a time when he was beginning to
show the sort of form we have been
looking for from him."
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