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Ipdia captain Anil Kumble (L) jogs around Melbourne Cricket Ground on Tuesday with his charges during training ahead of today's first Test match against Australia.

AFP, London

Arsene
Wenger is
already

o) counting
i 'down the
W" days until
the end of the season as Arsenal try
to hold onto their position on top of
the Premier League,

Wenger's side lead Manchester
United by one point going and the
Gunners boss knows that the last
fourteamsto beinpole positionon
Christmas Day went onto win the
title.

Hewould happily end theseason
now if he could but the Frenchman,
whose side travel to Portsmouth on
Wednesday, believes Arsenal have
the staying power to hold off United
regardless.

"It's important to be top and 1
hope the statistic proves right,”
Wenger said. "If it does then let's
just go straight to the end of the
seasonnow!

"But really 1 feel it's too early to
say. In the last two scasons at this
stage there was only one tcam
involved - Chelsea or Manchester
United. This year there are more
teams in it so it's impossible to say
how things will happen. Being top
nowisnoinsurance.

"However, this is onc of the few
years we have beaten Tottenham
homeand away. It'sa good sign and
it should increase the belief of the
teamn. It shows we can get three
points without being at our best.”

Arsenal's gritty home wins
against Chelsea and Tottenham
proved they have the character to
fight for their first title since 2004,

and the return of Cesc Fabregas
and Alexander Hleb has given a
renewedvervetotheirmidfield.

Even so Wenger would love a
present from an old enemy over
Christmas.

Sunderland manager Roy Keane
was a constant thorn in Wenger's
side during his time at Manchester
United. But now he can help the
Gunners by inflicting defeat on
United at the Stadiumof Light.

Keane has been experiencing
the downside of managerial lifc
recently as a series of controversial
decisions have sent his side spin-
ninginto therelegation zone.

United manager Sir Alex
Ferguson has been impressed by
Keanesince hemovedinto the dug-
out but admitted he warned his
former star he should stick to the
easylife whenheretired.

"I never told him to be a man-
ager," Ferguson said. "It doesn't

matter whether you are atop player
or not. It is a hard profession to go
into, harder thanithas ever been.
"We have foreign ownership
and a different type of media. The

_ FIXTURES

(1500GMT unless stated)

Wednesday

Birmingham v Middlesbrough, Chelsea v
Aslon Villa (1300GMT), Derby v
Liverpoal, Everton v Bolton, Portsmouth
v Arsenal (1945GMT), Sunderland v
Manchester Utd, Tottenham v Fulham
(1300GMT), West Ham v Reading
(1300GMT), Wigan v Newcastle
Thursday

Manchester City v Blackburn
(1945GMT)

Arsenal look to stay clear

demandsare far higher thanwhen|
firststarted.”

Chelsca remain in the title hunt
after Sunday's win at Blackburn
and will hope to close the gap on
the top two by gaining revenge over
Aston Villa, who beat them carlier
thisscason.

Blues manager Avram Grant is
surprised that the big four are all
stillin with achance of winning the
league at the midway point of the
campaign.

"1 thinkit's unusual to have four
teams fighting for the title in
December,” Grant said. "All four
teams won their first game of the
Christmas programme, so for you
and us it will be an exciting title
race thisscason.

"For us, six points is a gap we
canmakeup.”

Liverpool's convineing win over
Portsmouth last weekend seutled a
few nerves at Anficld after succes-
sive league defeats. But Rafa
Benitez's side have no room for
error as they try to catch up with
Arsenal.

Reds striker Dirk Kuyt believes
they have to win all three
Christmas matches, starting at
Derby,

"We have to win our next three
now at Derby, Manchester City and
at home toWigan and if we can get
nine peints from those games 1
think we will get closer to the other
teams," Kuytsaid.

"We want to go onarun and win
a lot of games, Every defeat in the
leagucis big one forus because you
just want to win and compete with
Arsenal, Manchester United and
Chelsea so we can't afford to lose
many more."

Cech injury
not serious

)?I"P, London

Chelsea goalkecpcr Petr Cech
éscaped serious injury and suf-
fered just bruising to his Iup when
he limped out of the 1-0 win over
I.S]ackburrwnSundny.

The London club said on
_Mongday, that the Czech interna-
tional underwent a scan following
the collision with Blackburn for-
ward Roque SantaCruz.

It was feared his injury could
prove costly for the Stamford
Bridge outfit, who arc alrcady
without rib injury victim Carlo
Cudicini for the home clash with
AstonVillaonWednesday.

! "Scans have shown bruising
around Petr's hip and side," said a
Chelscastatement.

"We will continue to monitor
the situation over the coming days
andhopeto havchlmbackplaymg
assoonaspossible.”

* Third-choice keeper Hilario is
likely to start against Villa on
Wednesday.

Wenger rules
out new
recruits

AFP, London

Arsene Wenger is planning to
ignore theJanuarysales because he
believes Arsenal have enough
strengthin depth to last the pacein
thePremicr League title race.

Wenger will be without Kolo
Toure and Emmanucl Eboue for a
month in the New Year while the
defenders play at the African
Nations Cup.

The transfer window opens in
January but the Gunners boss feels
he has enough cover and doesn’t
want to sign a player who would be
consigned to the reserves when
Toure and Eboue return in
February.

"Kolo Toure goes off to the
African Nations Cup shortly and we
may lose Alex Song for it as well,”
Wenger said.

"Even with- Johan Djourou
teturning from Birmingham we
would then be left with three spe-
tialistcentre-backs.

"If 1 signed another one we'd

ave too many after the African
Nations. Sometimes you just have
to suffer during the tournament
andletyourplayers play.”

Osim goes
into rehab

AFP, Tolyo

Former Japan coach Ivica Osim has
moved out of a hospital intensive
care unit to start rchabilitation
4bout five weeks after a major
stroke that cost him his job, a foot-
ball official said Tuesday.

; "Transfers are common in
football,” Japan Football
fAssociation execcutive director
Kozo Tajima quoted the 66-year-
©ld Bosnian ;as quipping of his
IMOVE.

I Osim came out of a coma three
Nw.eel-;.'; ago and had stayed on at a
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A year of extremes

!fﬁ Football

ATP, Rome

Just as it was over the previous 12

.months, it has been a year of

extremesin Italy.

In 2006, there was the infamous
‘match-fixing scandal that threat-
cened to bring Italian football to its
knees.

That was quickly f ollowed bythe
pinnacle of footballing achicve-
ment as the Azzurri claimed their
fourth World Cup victory with a
penalty shoot-out triumph over
France.

In 2007, it scems as if little has
changed.

AC Milan conquered all abroad
while their bitter cross-city rivals
Inter were dominating athome, yet
still the year could not pass without
tragedies and scandals.

In Pebruary, a policeman was
killed after violence broke out
around the Sicilian derby between
Cataniaand Palermo,

In November, a Rome-based
disc jockey was accidentally shot
dead by a policeman when vio-
lence reared its ugly head once
again, this time at a gas stalion
when rival Juventus and Lazio fans
crossed paths when both heading
to away fixtures.

On the pitch, both Milans were
majestic, while the national team
teetered on the brink of missing out

on Euro 2008.

A0-0 home draw with France in
September ensured palms all over
the country remained tepid right
up until November when veteran
right-back Cristian Panucci
popped up to score a late header in
Glasgow to give Italy a 2-1 victory
over a valiant Scotland and a ticket
to Austria and Switzerland.

Tronically, the world champions
were then placed alongside France,
the Netherlands and Romania in
their group for the Euro 2008 finals.

It would be a similar story in
clubfootball.

Inter Milan have been untouch-
able at home, romping away to the
Italian title in the 2006-07 season
while setting a new Italian league
record of 17 straight victories and
finishing the scason 22-points
clearofsecond-placed Roma.

This scason they are unbeaten
after 17 games and already with a
seven-pointlead on the pack.

And following closely behind

"are a resurgent Juventus who were

promoted having claimed the Serie
B crown last season and already
almost backto their bestlying eight
points behind Inter as Serie A went
intoitswinterbreak.

But in Europe, where Inter have
long failed to match their close
ncighbours, AC Milan have been
quite simply unstoppable.

With Brazilian playmaker Kaka
to inspire them and veteran for-
ward Tilippo Inzaghi banging in

vital goals, Milan stormegd to the
Champions League title in May

“with victory over Liverpool and

then added the Club World Cup in
December by dominating Boca
Juniors.

Inzaghi scored two goals in each
game - a 2-1 win over the English
outfit and 4-2 triumph against the
Argentines - but it is Kaka who has
been thereal starof the show.

In fact it was his two-goals in the
Champions League semifinal first
leg at Old Trafford that essentially
setthe stage for Milan's success..

That allowed Milan to come
away from Manchester United's
ground with a narrow 3-2 defeat
and a brilliant 3-0 victory in the
return leg eliminated the toughest
hurdlein the glory quest.

Kaka was rightly named World
Player of the Year and Ballon d'Or
winner.

Inzaghi, meanwhile, surpassed
the great Gerd Muller's European
goalscoring record.

But just as Italy wanted to bask
inits glory, along came the draw for
the Champions League knockout
round.

Milan drew Arsenal after win-
ning their group, Inter, likewise
havingtopped their group, will face
Liverpool and Roma, who already
had to contend with Manchester
United in the group stages, face
Real Madrid.

'Elano not going to Inter'

INTERNET, undated
Manchester
City boss
Pty Sven-Goran

3 « Eriksson has

m‘_l dismissed

reports of

Inter Milan's interest in star man
Elano.

The Brazilian midfielder has
been among the best signings in
the Premier League thisscason.

Signed by Eriksson for £8million
from Shakhtar Donetsk last sum-
mer, Elano has been a huge factor
in_City's metcoric risc to fourth
spotinthetable.

His superb performances have
caught the eye across Europe and it
was little surprise rumours have
emerged of a potential 'name-
your-price' offer from Inter, who
are looking to bolster their squad
for a twin assault on the Serie A title
and Champions League.

However, Eriksson feels he is
perfectly placed to judge Inter's
interest.

The Swede retains a close per-
sonal relationship with Inter's
coach Roberto Mancini, who he
worked with fornine years,

And Eriksson is confident if
Mancini wanted his player, he
would have mentionedit.

“If Inter wanted one of our
players, 1 am sure Roberto Mancini
would have telephoned me
straightaway,” he said.

"I know him and we speak regu-
larly with each other. He would be

thefirstonetotellmeifinter wanted
Elano. Soldon'tthinktheydo.”

Eriksson reported there had
been no inquiries for any of his star
men, who, crucially, are not cup-
tied for Europe.

This number includes young
England defender Micah Richards,
who found himself plastered onthe
front pages of the newspapers in
somewhat unfortunate circum-
stances attheweekend.

As no stranger to headlines
himself from his time in charge of
England, Eriksson is well placed to
offer Richards some timely advice
about avoiding such situations in
future.

But, rather like Sir Alex Ferguson
and the Manchester United play-
ers' party, it is not a subject for
publicconsumption.

"I havespoken to Micah butthat
is all the comment I have to make
aboutit," said Eriksson.

With his side not in action until
Thursday, when they tackle out-of-
form Blackburn at Eastlands,
Eriksson has opted to give the City
players arare Christias Day off.

"Six points” from the games
against Blackburn and Liverpool
on December 30 was Eriksson's
answer when questioned over his
preferred present, although the
results of the Thailand elections
suggest it will be a very Festive
Yuletide for City and their long-
suffering fans.

Almost since the day he took
control at Eastlands, Thaksin
Shinawatra has been dogged by a

succession of political scandals.

Dr Thaksin's human rights
record has been questioned by
Amnesty International, while he
has also had over £1billion in assets
frozen by the military junta which
overthrew him.

While there will be no immedi-
ate change in Dr Thaksin's situa-
tion, the fact staunch allies within
the People Power Party have gained
enough seats to take a major posi-
tion within a coalition government
suggestitshould not belong before
the sanctions against the former
Prime Minister start to ease.

Given the enthusiasm with

which Dr Thaksin has embraced the
City cause, further funds are likely to
become available to Eriksson,
although these will probably not
been seenuntil next summer.

However, Eriksson is already
assured of more cash to strengthen
his squad in addition to the
impending arrival of Mexico for-
ward Nery Castillo on loan from
Shakhtar Donetsk.

"Hopefully, one or two more will
arrive,” said Eriksson, who con-
firmed England Under-21
midfielder Michael Johnson is
almost certain to miss the
Blackburn encounter with an
abdominal strain.

‘Eriksson has also confirmed
Kasper Schmeichel will return from
aloan spell at Cardiff on January 2,
while the future of Ched Ewvans,
who Norwich want to extend aloan
until the end of the season, will be
discussedatalater date.

Adriano can't
stop partylng

REUTERS, Rio de }fmnrn

Brazilian striker Adriano, who last
week promised to turn over a new
leaf and get his career back on the
rails, has landed in fresh contro-
versy after being photographed ata

‘pop concert holding a can of beer.

Brazilian newspapers Estado de
Sao Paulo, O Dia and Lance all
published the photographs of the
player, which they said were taken
onSaturday nightin Rio de Janeiro,

AC Milan's injury-prone striker
Ronaldo also appeared in the
pictures.

Adriano last week joined
Brazilian champions Sao Paulo on
loan from Italy's Inter Milan, where
he has barely featured in the last
two seasons after battling fitness
and reported alcohol problems.

On Friday, Adriano, once one of
Scrie A'smost feared strikers, tolda
news conference that was deter-
mined to get his career back on
track and win back his place in the
Brazil team.

"I want to make the most of this
chanceto recover,” he said. "Every-
one here wants to help me. Now it
justdepends onme.”

Adriano has been undergoing a
fitness and psychological recovery
programme at Sao Paulo’s training
centre for thelastmonth.

Sao Paulo's players are now on
holiday and are due to report back
onJan. 7 for thenewscason,

Sao Paulo director Marco
Aurelio Cunha played down the
incident.

"We have a pact of confidence
with Adriano,” he told the Estado
de Sao Paulo. "Twenty days of work
are not going to be undone by two
orthree parties.”

Ronaldo, who has played one
game this season, flew back to
Brazil last week to aid his recovery
froma calfinjury.

AC Milan coach Carlo Ancelotti
said the club would send a trainer
to Brazil on Wednesday to help
him.

Maradona
wants to meet
Ahmadinejad

REUTERS, Buenos Aires

Former Argentine soccer great
Diego Maradona says he wants to
meet Iranian President Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad, a leading U.S. foe,
local mediareported on Monday.

Maradona, an outspoken critic
of the administration of U.S.
President George W. Bush, gave a
signed soccer shirt to an Iranian
diplomat on Saturday after a game
in the televised Showbol tourna-
mentofmini-matches.

Maradona, 47, is an admirer of
Cuban leader Fidel Castro and he
said this month he wanted a tattoo
of Hugo Chavez, the fiery left-wing
president of Venczuela and an ally
ofIran.

"I've already met Fidel and
Chavez ... now I need to meet your
president. I'd like to mect
Ahmadinejad,” he told Iran’s top
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INTERNET, undated

Sven-Goran Eriksson has renewed
his call for video technology to be
introduced for contentious goal-line
decisionsand penalty calls,
Sunderland manager Roy Keane
waslivid Stephen Hunt's injury-time
winner for Reading was allowed to
stand at the Madejski Stadium on
Saturday when it appeared the ball
had not crossed the line before
keeper Craig Gordonpalmeditout.
Manchester City were involved in
a similar controversy at Villa Park,
when Elano hacked Gabriel
Agbonlahor'sshotofftheline.
Referee Lee Mason appeared 1o
get his verdict right when he waved
play on rather than awarding the

goal, aviewErikssonshared.

However, the City manager feels it
is time the officials were given some
assistance as they attempt to cope
with the ever-increasing speed of the
game.

"We are going to have a debate
about technology every time some-
thinghappens,"he said.

"No-onc can teally say for certain |

whether the one Elano stopped on
Saturdaywasinornot.

"The referee does not have a
chance, youcannottell from thebench
and while the linesman might be able
toifhe wasin ling, he neverwould be if
theshotwasoutsidethebox.

"It is a very difficult situation but
aslongas you don't have technology
there will be errors because the pitch
istoo bigand thefootballistoofast.”

Although the use of goal-line
technology has the broad support of

Sven wants video referee

the Premier League, FIFA, who have
trialled various systems, are unde-
cided whether to introduce it for the
2010World Cupin South Africa.
Eriksson accepts the world gov-
erning body must take the lead in
such matters but he is sure referees
would embrace the extra assistance.

"I supposc it will come sponer or_
later but today, as we approat; h 2008,
there should be a way of deciding
whether the ball went over the line or
not,"hesaid.

"Footballis not like many games,
wheretheresultcanbe20-15.

"Very often, there are few goals in
amatch, so one bad decision can be
verycostly.

"I have always said the referce
should be able to ask for a replay. It
should be his decisionwhether todo
s0 or not but I am sure it would be
goodforfootballifhecould.”

MumbaionMonday.
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Indian tennis star Sania Mirza poses during a photoshoot on a yacht on the Arabian Sea off the western coast of



